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      A half-dozen gargantuan sailing ships floated offshore Port Mayfield, close enough to be intimidating for such a small port but far enough away not to disrupt regular trade. Sailors and soldiers mustered on the decks of the vessels. On one ship, a being composed entirely of water twisted tendrils into the sky and appeared to be summoning a storm.

      Standing in the port itself, Rys watched with bemusement. He towered over the four women beside him, three of whom had voluminous fluffy tails sticking out of their asses. Many of the citizens and dockworkers stared at him in a mixture of fear and wonder.

      Although he was their king, seeing him was a rare event. Normally he remained in his palace.

      “When I was told to come greet the envoy from Pharos, I expected diplomatic niceties and empty gestures,” Rys said. “Why is there a naval battle breaking out? And whose ships are those? I recognize the imperial emblem on the larger ones.”

      Of the six ships, three had furled black sails and painted white emblems of Pharos’s Imperial Court. Pharos was the northern continent home to the mystic foxes, among other races. They’d taken a political interest in Rys’s kingdom recently.

      The other ships were somewhat smaller, and designed much differently. The water elemental summoning the storm was on these vessels.

      One of the foxes rubbed the bridge of her nose. She was the eldest of the three, but normally unfamiliar to Rys. Her name was Nia, she had four fine white tails, and she favored tight-fitting but conservative clothing suitable for combat.

      She was also the sister of Fara, one of Rys’s lovers.

      “Somebody is trying to show off,” Nia said, frustration evident in her tone. “Tarmouth controls almost all trade in and out of the archipelago, and they dislike it when warships sail up to ports. Marin should have docked at Tarmouth and sailed here in smaller boats.”

      “Yes, but then she wouldn’t get to wave her dick at us,” Mina said with a smirk. She was a younger fox, although she also had four tails.

      “Her borrowed dick,” the third fox, Sarae, corrected. She looked nearly identical to Mina, because she was her twin sister.

      The difference between the sisters lay primarily in chest size. Mina could effortlessly smother a man with her chest, while Sarae would be better off relying on the thick thighs the sisters shared. Both possessed the charming beauty that every mystic fox appeared to inherit.

      Also, they were Nia’s nieces.

      “Those are Imperial Treasure Galleons. Archon Imira controls the entire fleet of them,” Sarae added.

      Rys frowned. “Can I expect a surprise visit?”

      The ears and tails of all three foxes flattened instantly.

      “Creator below, I hope not,” Nia muttered. “I’ve never dealt with her, but everything I’ve heard suggests that Imira is hell.”

      “She is the Archon,” Sarae complained.

      “Yeah, yeah, save the sucking up for when your boss can hear you,” Mina said. “Wouldn’t we sense her if she was here? She’s obscenely strong.”

      “Did you ever sense her in the capital?” Nia asked.

      Mina shook her head.

      “Then there’s your answer.”

      The fourth woman in the group chose this moment to speak up. She wore a black silk one-piece dress that attempted to hide her excessively busty figure and hips. Curly silver hair framed her face, a pair of black goat-like horns protruded from her head, and large amber eyes peered up at Rys. Her name was Maria, and she was the duchess of the region and ruled this port on his behalf.

      “Shouldn’t you intervene?” she prodded. “Surely placing a diplomatic envoy in your debt is to your advantage.”

      “Diplomats, spies, and politicians don’t like being in debt,” Rys said drily, shielding his eyes from the overhead sun as he stared at the ships. “If I step in, I’ll embarrass Marin before she even introduces herself. If she’s as much of a conniving bitch as everyone says she is, she’ll try to sabotage me the first chance she gets.”

      “Sounds good to me. Fara would love an excuse to gut her,” Mina chirped.

      The other foxes glared at her.

      “Where is Fara, anyway?” Maria asked.

      “She’s feeling unwell,” Rys said.

      “Unwell? I didn’t know foxes could feel ill.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine soon enough,” Nia said smoothly. “I’ll stop by your palace to see how she’s feeling.”

      Rys shot the fox a warning look, and her tails lowered submissively.

      Of the three foxes, only one directly served him. Mina was his spymaster, and therefore trustworthy.

      But both Nia and Sarae served Pharos. Nia was a spy for the Garrote Clan, who were one half of the reason a naval battle was about to take place. Sarae worked for the Imperial Court, but stayed with Rys while ostensibly acting as a “neutral party.”

      Suffice it to say, fox politics was overly complicated. Rys hoped that the meeting with Marin resolved some of the complexity. The family ties that Mina and Fara had with the foxes on the island made it difficult to simply crush them, but they were becoming a rapidly increasing danger. A tinderbox that could be easily lit by an intelligent foe.

      And Rys had no shortage of foes, particularly intelligent ones.

      Nearly an hour passed before the situation resolved itself. Despite Rys’s reluctance to become involved, Tarmouth’s warships contacted him using sendings. These instantaneous magical messages made long-distance communication easy, but weren’t used in Pharos.

      Once he confirmed that he wanted to meet with Pharos’s envoy, not cause an international incident, the warships stopped posturing.

      “Now, how long before they realize our port is too small to accommodate ships over 300 feet long,” Rys mused.

      Several minutes, as it turned out. Multiple smaller boats lowered from one side of the largest galleon. They approached the docks and their passengers disembarked.

      Finally, the time had come to meet Marin, the diplomatic envoy of Pharos and the Six-Star Alliance of mystic foxes.

      Uniformed soldiers assembled by the pier the Pharosians had docked at. Aboard the vessels, Imperial soldiers clad in black armor and wearing masks undertook docking procedures with the help of dockworkers.

      “Um, is it usually this boring?” Mina asked. Her sister and aunt glared at her.

      “Really, Mina?” Nia ran a hand down her face. “I thought we raised you better than this.”

      Rys chuckled while Mina and Sarae fought each other with their tails and exchanged glares.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “While I know you and Fara have developed the patience for this, it takes some time.”

      Nia gave him an uneasy look. “Fara’s said little about you. I can see why. Are you even human?”

      “I was once. These days it’s a complicated matter,” Rys said.

      Her mouth transformed into a thin line and her eyes narrowed. She looked at Mina, who rolled her eyes in return.

      “Don’t make that face,” Nia snapped. “You and Fara… What a mess the two of you have caused. Dragging the entire Alliance into a coalition with an inhuman sorcerer king like this.”

      “Yeah, yeah. So, this is always boring?” Mina said, returning to the original topic of conversation.

      “Was there or was there not nearly a naval battle?” Sarae drawled. “Just asking, Sis.”

      “Nearly doesn’t count. All I saw were some storm clouds and a puddle of water shaking her tendrils.”

      Rys coughed and interrupted their fiftieth catfight of the day. “Yes, diplomacy tends to be slow and interminably boring. Pharos holds a vastly superior position to us in the world, so we need to stand around waiting for them. In return, Marin just wasted months sailing across the ocean for this. For all we know, she’ll be hopping back on the ship in an hour.”

      “I doubt it,” Nia said. “Maybe in the morning. Her plans will undoubtedly involve your bed tonight.”

      “Then she’ll be sharing,” Maria said haughtily. “It’s my turn tonight.”

      Nia raised an eyebrow, and her nieces smirked.

      “You aren’t part of that, right?” Nia asked them.

      “Not yet,” Mina chirped, making her future desires clear.

      The elder fox’s eyes turned to Sarae, who ignored her aunt.

      Their antics were interrupted by the clattering of boots and armor. The nearby soldiers snapped to attention and everyone straightened up to face the pier.

      Then all three foxes stiffened, their tails and ears shooting bolt upright.

      “What is he doing here?” Nia hissed, eyes wide.

      “He” turned out to be a black-tailed mystic fox with seven tails and an almost lethal beauty. Apparently male foxes were as beautiful as the women, which greatly amused Rys. No bulging muscles or rugged physique.

      Or maybe it was just this fox in particular. Rys’s experience with foxes so far came primarily from one extended family, after all. Small sample sizes were a potential issue.

      Then again, Sarae had been interested in him precisely because he had been muscular and foxes weren’t.

      Whatever the case, this man appeared to be important. Seven tails was the maximum that any fox received ordinarily—only two living foxes had more, apparently. He wore simple black robes engraved with the silver crossed wires of the Garrote Clan. No weapons adorned his body, save his tails and fists.

      Mina saw Rys’s questioning look and gulped. “He’s Liorne, the Chief Enforcer of the Garrote Clan. He’s the second-most powerful fox in the entire clan and once trained under Imira herself.”

      “The most powerful fox,” Nia corrected. “Our clan head, Tirara, is a political puppet and Liorne has a whole tail on her.”

      More fox politics. Rys didn’t really care about this Tirara. He did care about the very dangerous fox turning up without warning, however.

      And about the luscious piece of fluffy goodness walking in front of him.

      At a glance, he knew exactly why so many men sampled Marin’s offered treats. She could sleep her way to the top because her body commanded attention, and she knew how to amplify the effect.

      Marin’s proportions adhered to perfection, with flared hips, a hefty bust that threatened to overflow from her figure-hugging black robes, and she was a short little package with only an inch on Mina. Her heart-shaped face used only the lightest touch-up from makeup in the right places to become a visage of beauty that could easily convince men to give her what she wanted—at least, once she wrapped herself around their cock.

      Long strips of pale flesh slipped through the waist-high slits of her robes with every step, and she had a thick red sash tied around her waist. If Marin had any weapons on her, they were hidden in that sash.

      Notably, she had only five white tails. Relatively few for a fox only a little older than Fara and in such an important position.

      “King Talarys, it is an esteemed honor to make your acquaintance,” Marin said with a surprisingly light accent and a husky voice. “I am Marin, the joint liaison of the Imperial Court of Pharos and the Six-Star Alliance, and—should you approve of me—the ambassador between our nations.”

      Following her words, Marin leaned forward in a half-bow at her waist. Her arms oh-so-conveniently pressed against her breasts, emphasizing their size and causing them to nearly slip out of their confines. Rys noticed the pink edges poking along the silver trim of her robes. Apparently, bindings or a bra weren’t on the menu for Marin.

      Her words troubled Rys, however. Ambassador? Joint liaison? He’d been led to believe Marin’s presence here was purely to investigate the Garrote Clan’s involvement in Avolar during the recent war. Rys had instigated a war and conquered the northern city-state, but a rogue spymaster from the clan had assisted Avolar with the aid of Pharosian soldiers.

      Soldiers assigned by the Imperial Court. Archon Imira had sent Sarae to deal with the rebellion, and the political fallout required the fox Alliance to respond directly.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Rys said. “Before we dive into the details, why don’t you introduce your dashing partner. I feel I’m being shown up.”

      Rys almost felt the surprise of the foxes around him at his light jab at Liorne’s attractiveness. Most restrained themselves, although Sarae’s face flickered in a dismissive scowl.

      Laughing, Liorne himself waved a hand in the air. Marin turned her head between the two men, eyes wavering with uncertainty. At no point did she stop trying to seduce Rys however and shifted an arm beneath her chest in an attempt to keep his focus on her assets.

      “If you feel worried about my looks, you should meet Ren, the Seven-Leaf clan head,” Liorne said with a light smile. “But something tells me you don’t worry about women looking at others, Your Majesty. Or, perhaps more accurately, that you’ve never needed to worry.”

      “Does a skilled hunter worry if he’ll catch his prey with a trap?” Rys responded.

      “Don’t call me prey,” Mina muttered.

      Sarae smirked, while Rys simply ruffled tickled one of his spymaster’s tails. Her harsh intake of breath caught the eye of every woman, but Liorne ignored the display. Marin licked her lips, then pointedly straightened her posture.

      “I can only imagine what it would be like if you ever met the old Alliance chief,” Liorne mused. “Ah well. I’m Liorne. But you already know that, as I overheard the gossip.”

      The ears and tails of Mina and the others flattened.

      “Then I’ll cut to the chase. Why are you here?” Rys asked.

      “Simple. There are a great many clan matters that need to be resolved as a priority. The Alliance and Court have diplomacy to conduct, but I have my own flock to attend to. A spymaster went rogue, two of our clan members are embroiled in a debate about leaving the clan, our headquarters here is currently non-operational out of protest.” Liorne grimaced. “You’ve made some waves.”

      “I have?” Rys feigned innocence.

      “Given one of those two clan members just admitted to being your prey, yes.”

      Fair call.

      Marin pouted and stepped between the two men. She turned to face Rys and thrust herself in his face, although her height made it trivial to look over her head at Liorne anyway.

      “Liorne is here to act as a liaison between the Garrote Clan and your nation, which means he is strictly my second in this role,” Marin said primly. She reached out and ran a finger along Rys’s chest. “In the long-term, I expect we can enjoy a far deeper relationship.”

      “I’m sure we can. First, though, we should retire to my palace and discuss exactly what Pharos wants. This is entirely different to what was relayed to me before your arrival, but I’m sure you can come up with a clear list by the time you reach me,” he said.

      Before either fox could interject, Rys stepped back and began casting a teleportation ritual. Liorne’s tails stood on end, but he didn’t begin to cast an offensive spell. By contrast, Marin leaped several feet backward and nearly pulled a hiltless dagger from her sash before realizing what was happening.

      Mina darted into the circle and winked at the others.

      “Hey!” Sarae snapped.

      But then Rys finished the teleportation spell. Shadow consumed them and they left Port Mayfield.
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      Rys and Mina appeared outside the palace in an eruption of shadow from the ground.

      Mina promptly fell to her knees and vomited all over the ground.

      While his spymaster spilled her guts, Rys surveyed his surroundings. Nothing appeared amiss. The low wall that surrounded the palace stood only a hundred feet away and the nearby mountains loomed overhead. Given it was mid-spring, relatively little snow remained atop their peaks.

      Rys ruled the Kingdom of Kavolara, which was named after the island it controlled the northern two-thirds of. His palace sat close to the center of Kavolara, nested on a plateau in the foothills of a major mountain range that dominated the terrain. To the west lay Anceston, the largest city of the kingdom and the capital of Maria’s duchy. To the north lay Avolar, which was both a duchy and a city.

      Soldiers, both human and demonic, patrolled the wall. As everything looked normal, he turned his attention to the fox at his feet.

      “Fara didn’t tell you what my teleportation spell was like, did she?”

      Mina rested on all fours, spittle and bile drooling from her mouth. She was an absolute mess and looked far worse than Fara had ever been.

      “No,” she gurgled. “Fuck. I feel like something crushed my body into a ball then stretched it back out to normal size. Urgh!”

      Her eyes and cheeks bulged, and she retched again. Nothing came out, as the ground was already a putrid mess. Mina evidently hadn’t eaten much this morning, likely due to nervousness.

      Rys didn’t comfort her or help her. A little tough love went a long way, especially as Mina needed to harden up fast.

      Also, she could have taken the carriages like everyone else.

      “Why did you jump in my teleportation circle?” he asked once she recovered enough to stand, even if uneasily.

      “You heard Liorne. He’s here to question me about why I’m working for you. I don’t want to get stuck alone with him,” she said. “Can you help me clean up? I don’t feel up to casting any arrays right now.”

      Arrays were what mystic foxes called their magic spells and relied on intense concentration and focus. Right now, Mina lacked that.

      Rys flicked his wrist and light flickered around it. Flames and wind licked at Mina’s face and the mess on the ground, converting it into prismatic light. After a moment, she looked good as new, save for her pale face and wavering stance.

      They walked toward the palace, Mina openly leaning on Rys.

      “Why’d you leave, anyway?” she asked. “I thought the plan was to travel with everyone.”

      “That was before Liorne showed up. I burn magical energy for every second I remain outside the palace. If he’s as strong as he looks, then I don’t want to risk being weaker than necessary,” Rys explained. “That, and it was a great chance to test him. He barely reacted. That’s proof that he’s intentionally ignoring what I am, for whatever reason.”

      “Good point. I’d wondered if he hadn’t noticed. Marin seemed surprised,” Mina said.

      Once inside the palace, they settled into one of the comfy receiving rooms. Activity levels were low here, as most staff were busy elsewhere. There were many matters that drew Rys’s allies away from home, leaving him to his own devices in the palace.

      The palace itself was more of a large office complex than a dick-waving symbol of his power. While the time approached for Rys to change tack, he was satisfied with his current strategy.

      The building itself was understated, built using wood and stone that matched local materials, and used brass trims rather than gold or silver. The shape of the complex was a hollow box with a square central courtyard, and many exterior gardens and training yards. Many of the interior rooms remained empty, but more staff gradually filtered in over time as excuses were found to hire them. The demons and devils resided in the sub-levels.

      “So, are you going to fuck Marin?” Mina asked, once she’d drunk an entire jug of water and kept down some buttered toast.

      “Only if she’s still interested after I have what I want from her,” Rys said. He nursed his ever-present mug of coffee, and a pitcher with more was within easy reach with a warming spell on it. “She seems like the sort of woman who loses interest once she gets her way.”

      “Ah, yes, and you have zero confidence in your ability to make her beg for you.” Mina giggled. “Did you see the panic flicker on her face when I joked about being prey? And she still went for you afterward. Maybe Liorne’s intentionally feeding her to a wolf.”

      “That wouldn’t be the first time. I’ve bumped against plenty of succubi who knew my reputation but thought that they’d be the special one that could tame me or defeat me, unlike everyone else. Lacrissa absolutely delighted in watching me destroy all the upstarts.” He grimaced at the thought of his old mistress, the Succubus Queen of Hell.

      Mina grimaced in sympathy but then smiled. “I think you did more than bump against those succubi, Rys.” She giggled. “Also, I’m going to love rubbing Sarae’s face into her ignorance. She works for Imira and she didn’t know Marin was being sent as an ambassador and Liorne as the clan liaison. That’s gotta hurt.”

      The utter maliciousness of Mina’s smile gave Rys pause. He chose his next words carefully.

      “Are you sure that taunting her over this is the best course of action?” he asked.

      “How else is she going to realize that Pharos isn’t on her side? Maybe she hasn’t landed the dream job she thinks she has. The more I needle her, the easier it will be to deliver her to you,” Mina said.

      He relaxed. “So that’s your game.”

      “Duh. Fara delivered me to you. I figured I’d repay the favor and give you my sister. What better way to repay you for your trust than to deliver you a young, glistening, bouncy fox as your loyal servant.”

      “Just don’t drive her away,” Rys warned, offering no opinion of Mina’s recruitment activity. “Results matter, not effort.”

      Mina’s expression turned serious. “I know. I’m not going to fuck this up, Rys.”

      Well, it didn’t matter that much if she did.

      What did matter was Mina’s approach to her sister, and how callous it was. Or at least how well Mina hid her true feelings about Sarae.

      Fara had recruited Mina for Rys, but her desires had been genuinely positive for her niece, even if she had been somewhat duplicitous in her means.

      By contrast, Mina’s desires seemed to be driven by a mixture of anger toward her sister and lust toward Rys. Mina still wanted nothing more than to prove herself to Rys. Divining her true emotions was becoming more difficult over time, rather than the opposite.

      Night had fallen by the time Marin and the other carriages arrived. Rys worried they might have been lost, but apparently not.

      “Bossbossbossboss, buncha carriages pulling up,” an imp with a bulbous head said, poking out from a duct in the wall.

      “Tell them where I’m waiting,” Rys said, making no effort to greet Marin.

      Several minutes later, Marin and Sarae entered the room. Given Maria was nowhere to be seen, Rys used a sending to check up on her. She responded instantly, informing him that she had returned to Anceston now that the formalities were dealt with, and would arrive at the palace later that night.

      Once again, Marin gave Rys a half-bow while Sarae sauntered over to the refreshments and poured herself some green tea. Marin nearly sat down before she realized nobody was going to serve her, then followed Sarae’s lead with a swiftly hidden scowl.

      Sarae and Mina flanked Rys, and even angled their chairs away toward his as if to give the appearance of a united front. Pointedly ignoring them, Marin brought a pot of green tea back to them and sat directly opposite of Rys. She crossed one leg over the other in a slow, languorous motion that allowed Rys to see her patterned red and black silk panties. Her robes parted along one slit, revealing one bare leg all the way to her waist.

      Rys noted the lean muscle along Marin’s calves and thighs. While she might have slept her way to the top, she remained a spy. That dagger from earlier served as a reminder from Rys that Marin would resort to violence if necessary, and as a five-tailed fox, she had the power to do so.

      “Did you lose Liorne on the way?” Rys asked.

      Marin smiled. “Would you have preferred it that way? Just me and you on the island?”

      Mina and Sarae fanned their tails toward Rys. Marin rolled her eyes.

      “Yes, yes.” Then she muttered under her breath, “Possessive, aren’t we?”

      “So?” Rys pressed.

      “His business is with the clan, so he chose to go with Nia to visit the nearby village. He was concerned to learn that they had relocated without informing the clan.” Marin shrugged. “I imagine he’ll make his way here once his concerns shift back to you and your very large… presence.” Her eyes lingered on his crotch.

      “He swings that way?” Mina asked.

      “That’s not what I…” Marin sighed. “Do they need to be here, King Talarys?”

      “Call me Rys. We’re in private and you’re doing your best to get in my pants anyway, so let’s not waste time on formalities,” he said, drawing a smirk from her. “And yes, they do. Mina is my spymaster, as I’m sure you’ve already been told. Sarae is an agent of Archon Imira.”

      “An agent who appears compromised,” Marin said. “Tell me, little one, how does it feel to be pressed into the bed each night by him? Is it really worth it?”

      Sarae feigned a blush and her ears flapped against her face. One of her fingers traced her lips while she poked her tongue out and gave off a look of seductive innocence.

      “Oh, absolutely. Rys taught me what men are really like. Every day he doesn’t take me is pure agony,” she moaned.

      Mina rolled her eyes and slapped her sister across the head with a force blast. “Neither of us are sleeping with Rys, Marin.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Marin said. She stared at him in confusion. “You… aren’t interested in Liorne that way, are you?”

      After several seconds to take in Marin’s words, Mina and Sarae doubled over in unrelenting giggles. Their tails flapped wildly behind them as they did so. Marin had the grace to look embarrassed.

      “That’s a hard no,” Rys said.

      “Then why?” Marin asked. Then she grinned broadly. “Or do you merely have exacting standards? Are these little girls not enough for a man such as yourself?”

      The giggling stopped and the sisters shot fierce looks at Marin.

      Rys took the opportunity to top up his coffee while the foxes waved their tails at each other. Eventually, Marin seemed to win out. Sarae leaned back and looked at Rys, her curiosity winning out over her pride. Mina merely huffed and stole some of his coffee.

      “You have your own cup,” he noted, when Mina swiped it right from his hands.

      “It doesn’t taste the same,” she said.

      Shrugging, Rys topped up her cup and drank from it instead. “If you have the opportunity to remain here long enough, I’m sure you’ll learn the answer.”

      “If?” Marin frowned. “I suppose we should talk about some business, shouldn’t we. Then we can spend the rest of our evening on pleasure. Long, thick, gooey pleasure.”

      Subtle.

      “Recent actions have caused both the Imperial Court and the Alliance to notice you. While I have multiple lesser tasks to see to for the apparatchiks back home, the true objective is to assess your suitability for a permanent embassy,” Marin explained, her tone surprisingly professional. “The Tolaran Archipelago is of growing importance to multiple factions on Pharos. It would be of great benefit to you if the Imperial Court chose you to host its largesse.”

      Rys swiftly caught onto Marin’s con, and where this conversation was about to go.

      “Is this the part where you tell me how all the odds are stacked against me, but that you’re so in love with me that you’ll make all the problems go away?” he said flatly. “Or are you the forward type, and you’d just slobber all over me while telling me what a great team we’d make?”

      Sarae’s eyes bulged, while Mina snickered.

      “It seems you’re no stranger to these sorts of negotiations,” Marin said. “I can be even more forward, if you’d like. Would you like to take me in front of these two? Teach them the birds and the bees with a personal lesson?”

      “Actually, I was thinking that I don’t need you as an ambassador at all,” Rys said.

      Silence. Even Mina seemed shocked at his statement. The tails of both Sarae and Mina slammed to the ground as they fell quiet, completely ceding the situation to him.

      “I’m afraid I don’t follow,” Marin said, a hint of acid leaking into her tone.

      “You think this is just another extension of your usual games. I’m not playing your game. I’m playing my game—you’re the prey, and I’m the hunter. Come back in a week if you want some,” he said.

      “Oh, so I just need to wait a week. Why didn’t you say so?” She leaned back with a broad smile, then crossed her legs in the opposite direction to give him another peek.

      “You don’t understand. I’m not waiting a week before I see you, you’re waiting a week before I’ll touch you,” Rys said. “Then we’ll see if you’re worth keeping as an ambassador after willingly walking into my trap.”

      It took Marin several seconds to realize what he meant, and her expression turned thunderous. “With only a few words, I can turn all of Pharos against you.”

      “Really? Because I doubt you have the pull you think you do. I’m the one with Imira’s agent in my palace.” Rys smirked. “Tell me, what are these other tasks of yours? What sort of grandiose problems were you going to resolve for me while cuddling up to me?”

      “You have a fox from the Garrote Clan who betrayed the Emperor’s directives—” Marin began.

      “Ah, Aochi. I’ll give you her head and tails when you’re ready to leave. Or when Liorne is, if I decide to keep you,” Rys said. “What’s next?”

      She blinked, mouth still open. “No. The Court desires—”

      “I don’t care. She was an enemy and has been treated as such. According to an agent of the Court, I’ve preserved the necessary body parts for her clan,” Rys retorted. “What’s next?”

      Marin glared at Sarae, who ignored her.

      “The Alliance needs to approve the presence of a village within your borders. Given your… unique powers, that might be difficult,” she continued.

      “I doubt that. Liorne already knew about them. Even if that were the case, I’m more than happy to sign an infernal contract that assures mutual non-aggression toward any foxes living within my realm,” he said.

      “An infernal contract? Really?” Marin asked, incredulous at the suggestion.

      “Would you prefer a spiritual one? Although, in my experience, those are easier to manipulate. I have centuries of experience with them, you see.”

      Marin clammed up. Her eyes darted between the other foxes, who pointedly ignored her.

      “Centuries?” Marin asked.

      Rys laughed. “I won’t bore you with the details.”

      She licked her lips. “If you had the backing of the Court, you’d find it easier to work with your existing foxes. Appointments could be made.”

      “Tempting. But I feel that’s a matter I can discuss with Liorne. After all, isn’t that a matter for the Garrote Clan?”

      “I can—”

      “He’s the Chief Enforcer. There’s nothing you can say to convince me that your word is more important than his, Marin.”

      She stood up, her tails fanned out behind her. “I believe that you’ll find that this is a mistake, Your Majesty. There is much that I can offer you.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt about that. But at no point have you ever alluded to how much you have to personally gain from this situation. Becoming the ambassador to a country that has the personal interest of Archon Imira and the Gold Clan? Wouldn’t that be a step up for a five-tailed fox whose ambitions have hit a wall.” Rys’s eyes bore into Marin’s.

      She gulped. Her tails wavered and began to lower.

      Then she gave him a stiff half-bow. “We shall speak about this in the future, Your Majesty. By then, perhaps you will have realized the difficulties you face and how I can assist you with them.”

      Marin turned and opened the door, about to leave.

      “A week, Marin. By then, I’ll have resolved everything and you can offer yourself,” Rys called out after her.

      The door slammed behind her.

      Mina let out a low whistle. “Holy shit, Rys. Fara is going to be pissed she missed that. But, uh, maybe you pushed her too far?”

      “I agree. If Marin was assigned as joint liaison, then she has more pull with the Imperial Court and Alliance than expected. Her influence can’t be underestimated,” Sarae warned. “Although it would be wrong of her to turn that on you, it’s not as though I could oppose her.”

      “Really? I’m not so sure.” Rys drained his coffee, then wandered over to the window.

      He stared at the darkened courtyard for several long seconds, watching the lights along one of the upper story windows go out one-by-one.

      “Marin turned up with a surprise guest, but without much to justify him or her appointment,” he explained. “None of the affairs she raised were new or unexpected. What if you haven’t been cut out of the loop, Sarae, and the reason Marin’s ‘appointment’ is a surprise is because it doesn’t exist?”

      Sarae’s eyes widened. “That’s… I’ll contact Archon Imira immediately.” She shot up, then paused. “No, I’ll dig around a little first. She definitely knows that Liorne came here. I’ll see what evidence I can find.” She shot Rys a smile, then ducked out of the room.

      Mina glared at him once her sister left. “That ruined my plan, Rys.”

      “Plans rarely survive contact with the enemy. Besides, if I’m right, I think you’ll find yourself in a vastly more complicated situation with both Marin and Sarae. The ambassador, the Archon’s agent, and the rogue spymaster. Keep an eye on what happens between them. If Imira is involved in this, your sister’s actions might change abruptly,” he said.

      “Gotcha.” The fox snapped off a salute, then grinned. “Would you have been that forward with me if I’d been like that?”

      “You’re not Marin, Mina. You may as well ask how I’d treat Vallis if she had already been in charge of a highly successful merchant empire,” he said.

      “Maybe, but…” She bit her lip. “It’s kind of annoying to know that you’ll claim her before me.”

      Rys brushed a hand against Mina’s face and she sighed with pleasure. Her hands cupped his and pressed it against her cheek.

      “You called yourself prey earlier, but I think you should remember that there’s a significant difference between you and whatever Marin might become,” he said quietly.

      “I know. I can feel it in your hand,” she said. “Fara knows it as well. I wonder if that’s why she’s…”

      “She’s?”

      “You’ll, uh, find out soon.”

      “Uh huh. I hope it’s very soon, given Liorne will visit within a day or two,” Rys said.

      As interesting as fox politics were, his interest lay with Fara and the surprise she had in store for him.
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      Not much changed by morning. Maria dozed naked in Rys’s bed after a long night of fun in the hot spring and a much shorter morning session. There was a distinct lack of scurrying in the ducts above his bedroom, which suggested that Mina was busy.

      Rys showered and sat at his desk, perusing some notes left by the imps. All of them concerned trivial matters. The most notable was that Queen Faeris of Gorgria had once again requested a meeting with him.

      Those requests came every week. Rys ignored them more often than not, until they sounded less like requests and more like demands. Once a queen’s letters were accompanied by statements that implied the next letter would be in the form of a company of royal knights, it became important.

      Ordinarily, he wouldn’t be so rude to Faeris. She was amusing enough and certainly pretty enough to spend time with.

      But her desires were as shallow as Marin’s, and Faeris wanted him to go to her rather than the other way around. Burning huge amounts of magical energy for the sake of drinking and flirting with a gorgeous woman was the definition of idiocy.

      So he filed her request away and moved on.

      As he did so, the door opened and a wolfkin maid walked in. She had rusty blonde hair and pricked wolf ears, plus a bushy wolf’s tail that she had been desperately trying to tame for months now. It began wagging wildly the moment she saw Rys sitting at his desk.

      “Master!” she squeaked out, nearly dropping the silver tray of food she carried. “I didn’t realize you were still in here.”

      “Then why are you carrying a tray of food, Tsarri?” he asked, amused. He reached out and plucked a slice of prosciutto off the tray before gulping it down.

      Tsarri watched him, spellbound. She gulped at the same time he did, her ears flattened against her head and face flushed.

      When Rys raised an eyebrow, she squeaked again and looked away. “I… brought some food for Lady Maria.”

      “The same Maria who dislikes eating heavy roast meats and sauces?” he asked, pointedly staring at the marinated roast pork with a thickened cherry sauce.

      Tsarri seemed to grow stiffer by the second, save for her tail, which had puffed out to an almost absurd degree.

      “Thank you, Tsarri. It looks like a hearty breakfast,” he said.

      She perked back up instantly, then lay the tray on an empty space beside him. Her tail slapped against his back repeatedly. “Thank you, Master! I’ll just quickly clean your room now, if it’s no bother? Is it? I can wait until you’re gone if you’d prefer. That’s no problem. I can just—”

      “Tsarri, you can clean the room whenever you feel like it,” he said. Then he quickly added, “So long as it’s not in active use.”

      Tsarri’s eyes darted over to Maria and he didn’t miss the envy in the maid’s eyes. “Of course, Master.”

      While the wolfkin took her dear sweet time cleaning his room and gathering any used clothing and linen, Rys internally mused how things had come to this.

      He knew that he had a personal “maid squad” that two of his administrators, Alsia and Tyrisa, had personally vetted. But they had always been the model of quiet perfection. They stayed out of his way and prided themselves on being as close to invisible as possible.

      Yet, somehow, Tsarri had wormed her way into that maid squad despite being the opposite of it. She was clingy, lustful, and utterly obsessed with Rys. While he was used to his shirts going missing due to Mina swiping them, he was certain Tsarri joined in as well.

      For reference, Rys objected to the fact they were maids. He still didn’t know who had approved the maid uniforms. By this point, he’d grown used to them and the personal alterations many made to their individual outfits.

      He also objected to sleeping with the hired help. His attentions were already occupied by women in the upper echelons of his kingdom, so why waste them on those in the lower rungs? More to the point, involving sex in the employment situation complicated matters. He wanted servants because they maintained his palace, not his body.

      Tsarri continued to clean while he watched her, completely ignorant to his gaze. Which was impressive. She appeared to lost in her own world, smiling stupidly as she found a dozen more tasks to remain in his presence.

      Eventually, Rys lacked any reason to remain in his bedroom. He rose, and Tsarri startled.

      “Are you leaving, Master? Heading to your office?” she asked.

      “Mmm, something like that,” he said.

      Maria continued to doze on his bed as he left. A quick scan of the palace revealed that Fara remained in her bedroom and that Mina wasn’t even here. That left one destination for Rys.

      Vallis’s office was a practical joke that never grew old in his mind. The palace was built using spatial manipulation magic, which meant that rooms could be different sizes and dimensions inside than outside.

      Her office exemplified this, as it was built into a tiny closet yet was the largest room in the palace save the throne room and ballroom. Right now, it was empty save a young woman sitting behind a desk at the far end.

      Vallis was Rys’s right-hand and trusted administrator. Officially, she was his viceroy and he delegated almost all official responsibilities as king to her. Especially those that involved actually running things. He made decisions and plans, but the busywork, treaties, and nitty-gritty fell to those beneath him.

      What use was being an overlord if he got bogged down with the details? More to the point, if he didn’t build his world-spanning empire with delegation in mind, the whole thing would collapse once he got sick of doing everything himself.

      As always, Vallis was busy. Her brown eyes focused on a stack of documents in front of her while her pen ran back and forth on a page. She absently brushed back her long black hair, which ran well past her shoulders. While she had yet to start wearing dresses, her ruffled black and purple top and lacy skirt went together so well that she might as well be. Her thigh-high black stockings left a thin strip of thigh that was presently hidden beneath her desk.

      “This looks new. I thought you were going to be preparing proposals for rebuilding Avolar after the war,” Rys mused as he approached.

      “Tarmouth blindsided me with a bunch of requests for updated trade treaties, tariff changes, port allowances, and a whole mess of other nonsense. It only arrived a few days ago, but they had to be preparing this for weeks,” she said with a sigh. “They’re kludging together so much stuff it hurts my head. Now that the Malus League has withdrawn, Tarmouth’s council has decided to seriously focus on us.”

      “Are they asking for all those loans to be repaid?” Rys asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “The opposite. They’re basically trying to lock in trade deals as if we’re in control of the island, but at a time when we’re nowhere near influential enough to negotiate like we are.” Vallis grimaced. “It’s a smart move. Especially after yesterday. I’ll bet good money our anonymous investor from Pharos tipped off the council that those treasure galleons would show up.”

      “No bet. The whole display was far too overdone. You think this is a pincer move? Pharos shows up to put the squeeze on us about the foxes at the same time that Tarmouth is trying to lock in bad trade agreements?”

      “We’re stretched thin right now. You don’t need an entire clan of foxes trained from birth as spies and assassins to know that. So, yeah, it’s a fairly obvious play. Mina said that you basically told Marin to go fuck herself, though. Grabbed the slut by the titties, so to speak.” Vallis winked.

      Rys blinked. “What?”

      “Err, wrong turn of phrase?”

      “I’ve never heard anyone say that before in my life.”

      “Damn. I thought it’d be a good line. Mina said Marin’s tits were basically pouring out of her dress. How’d they compare to us, anyway? I reckon I barely pip Mina, even if Maria’s still make me envious,” Vallis asked.

      “She relies heavily on clothing and posture, but they’re pretty big,” Rys said absently. “Back to our actual subject, I blew Marin off because I think she needs me more than I need her. But I do, unfortunately, need her.”

      “Seriously?” Vallis scowled.

      Realizing that she’d been pulled away from her work, she packed away her documents and pen. Rys pulled a pair of glasses from a nearby cabinet and poured two glasses of red. A nasty look was fired his way by Vallis, but he ignored her.

      Despite her annoyance, she joined him. A delighted hum escaped her once she gulped down some of the wine.

      “I hate how much you spend on this stuff, but I love how good it is,” she said. “Mina only pretends to like the same things you do half the time, but I can safely say that I share your tastes in wine, Rys.”

      “I’m glad you approve,” he said, thinking wryly that half the reason Vallis didn’t object so hard to importing so much wine from Gauron was precisely because she drank plenty of it herself.

      Honestly, she objected too much to the palace expenses. At this point, they paled in comparison to the costs of running an entire kingdom. On the other hand, her miserly ways were ingrained after a life of struggling with debt and did help her manage the budget.

      “As I was saying, Marin will be useful. Pharos and the foxes are a thorn in our side,” he said. “They proved as much in Avolar. While Sarae is bending the rules to help us, we can’t expect the same thing from the entire village. If I had a genuine connection with Pharos and goodwill with somebody such as Imira, I could use that.”

      “I dunno. Didn’t this whole problem start because the foxes interfered when they shouldn’t?” Vallis asked.

      “That’s basically bullshit. If that was truly the case, then there wouldn’t be a village running an archipelago-wide smuggling network in our backyard.”

      “Oh. Right.” She frowned. “By the way, are we going to tax that?”

      “Ah, yes, let’s tax the village full of assassins, spies, and smugglers. I’m sure they’ll be honest about their earnings.” He rolled his eyes.

      “Oh, come on. Surely the Infernal Empire had some way to tax this stuff. You guys did everything based on your stories.”

      He grimaced. She had him there.

      A grin crossed her face as she realized that was actually the case.

      “I fucking knew it. Spill,” she said, leaning forward.

      “Infernal contracts,” he admitted. “But they’re obscenely complicated. You’re taxing an industry based on evading the law, so there are so many definitions, appendices, and clauses that every contract is a lethal weapon. The Empire relied on boilerplate ones they updated every few years, and that involved countless knowledge devils poring over every word and apostrophe.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Of course it’s bureaucracy.” Vallis groaned. “Is there a solution the Empire came up with that didn’t involve burying everything in paper? If you found a way to send Tyrisa back in time, she’d probably be so happy that she’d combust the second she knew when she was.”

      Rys snorted into his wine. That sounded like a fair assessment of his chief of staff, who was a knowledge devil who enjoyed paperwork a little too much.

      “You’ve distracted me again,” he noted. “But this time it’s relevant. There’s another way to tax a village like this. Labor obligations: we don’t ask for money, but for work. The village pays us rent by helping Mina with her intelligence operations.”

      For some reason, Vallis didn’t look happy to hear this answer. Instead, she drained her glass and poured another one. Rys stopped her from filling it to the brim.

      “Talk to me,” he said.

      “I should have known that,” she muttered. “I even brought this up to Alsia when we talked about how to manage the farmland in Avolar that is traditionally Kinadain. It’s so stupid that it slipped my mind.”

      “If people thought of every possible solution whenever it was applicable, there’d be no blunders in history,” Rys said. “Live and learn.”

      “I feel you’ve said that too often lately.”

      “That’s because it’s only been a little over a year, Vallis. Patience.” His voice grew sterner, and she winced.

      Vallis raised her hands in surrender.

      After a minute of silence, a question occurred to Vallis. It seemed to bubble up on her face, but she chewed on it for a little longer.

      “Will the foxes accept a tax like that?” she asked.

      “That’s why I need Marin. The stronger my connection with Pharos and the foxes, the easier it is to ask for them to bend rules like this. Even if they dislike my infernalism, they’ll accept a quid-pro-quo trade. That can blossom into something greater, but I need a foot in the door,” he said. “But that’s my problem. Does this trade issue need my attention?”

      “Not yet. It’s just a lot of paperwork right now. I’m drafting up queries and letters for Tarmouth and lots of people in the kingdom. So much of what they’re bringing up is so technical that I can’t possibly answer it myself,” she explained.

      “Rather than letters, why not just bring everyone together?” Rys asked.

      “Merchants don’t like traveling to one place if they’re not going to get a big payout, Rys. Compagnon wiped out a lot of the companies operating here, so I’m talking with individual traders and smaller operations. None of them will waste precious travel time in spring.”

      Now it was time for Rys to raise his hands in surrender. Vallis giggled at the shift in their roles.

      “I’ve always wanted to do that,” she said. “Like, holy shit, the feeling of knowing I corrected you on something is so good. I, uh, might need some alone time later.”

      “I don’t think you can ever make fun of Tyrisa again after saying that.”

      “Oh, come on. I’ll use one of my recording crystals of you at least. Mina’s given me tons of them.”

      Rys stared at Vallis. She resolutely stared back with arms crossed beneath her breasts, although her face reddened.

      “I think it’s time to take my leave. Remember to lock the door, Vallis,” he said, rising from his seat.

      “Yeah, yeah. Let me know if you need any help with the ambassador stuff.” She waved him off and returned to her desk.

      Once outside, Rys noticed that activity levels had increased in the palace. Mina had returned, but she wasn’t the only fox hanging around. Sarae and Nia appeared to be here.

      Notably, all three gathered outside Fara’s bedroom. He made a beeline for them. When he passed a window that overlooked the central courtyard, he saw all three of them chatting together. Their tails weaved back and forth casually, suggesting nothing was amiss.

      By the time he reached them, their attitudes had shifted. Excited voices drifted across the courtyard as Rys approached from the exterior walkway that ringed the courtyard.

      “Can you already control them?” Mina asked.

      “Not completely, but it’s much easier than when I got my fourth,” Fara’s voice answered.

      “Interesting. I’d heard the opposite. Have you attempted any five-tail arrays yet?” Nia asked.

      “Only simple ones, like enhanced barriers. They’re quite simple.”

      “Damn, Auntie Fara, you make it sound easy,” Sarae said. “It took me weeks to cast four-tail force barriers and blasts.”

      As Rys rounded the corner and came into sight, he saw Mina staring at her sister with a confused expression. Fara and Nia nodded at Sarae’s words.

      “It’s never easy,” Nia said. “Fara just makes us look bad. No wonder Liorne wants you back so badly.”

      “I do nothing of the sort,” Fara said, rolling her eyes. “And we’ll talk about Mister Seven-Tails later. Right now, I think I have some explaining to do.”

      Her eyes locked onto Rys, who stared at her with hands on his hips and a raised eyebrow.

      Almost nothing had changed about Fara during her “illness.” She looked as gorgeous as ever, with shoulder-length jet-black hair and striking blue eyes. Her outfit was more casual than usual, consisting of simple white robes done up with a gray sash, and her feet were bare. Rys knew first-hand that she was hiding some luscious, if modest, breasts and muscled, pale-skinned thighs.

      Most notably, his favorite four-tailed fox now had five black tails.

      “Hi, Rys,” she said, waving a hand and her tails at him in unison.

      Silently, he walked up to her. Instinctively, she flattened her tails and ears. She almost began to bow when he didn’t say anything. The other foxes watched him.

      “King Talarys, it’s—” Nia began to say.

      Mina elbowed her aunt in the side, causing her to splutter and cough. Fara’s attention was solely on Rys and she failed to notice her sister’s pain.

      Bending over, Rys physically grabbed the closest tail and gave it a good fluffing. Fara’s voice erupted from her in a high-pitched shriek.

      “Rys!” she squeaked. “Don’t do that so suddenly!”

      He ignored her, and continued to run his hands through her tail. Her surprise turned to pleasure, and she began to pant and moan.

      Then he dropped her tail. Her others had risen to normal positions by now, rubbing against him in the process. Rys grabbed another.

      “Fuck,” she gasped out. “Don’t feel me up in front of everyone like this.”

      One-by-one, Rys ran his hands through each of her tails. By the end of it, Fara leaned against him, covered in sweat and moaning.

      He held up one of her tails. “This one. This is the new one.”

      “Fuck you,” she gasped out. “I should kick you in the balls for this.”

      “I’ll take the former, not the latter,” he said. “You’ve missed a couple of turns on your schedule. Maria and Alsia promised to let you make up for them once you felt better.”

      Not that the schedule meant too much right now. Alsia hadn’t been in the palace for two weeks, but the thought counted.

      “Rys, please don’t talk about having sex in front of my sister,” Fara said.

      “I doubt she minds. Do you, Nia?” he asked.

      “It’s a complicated feeling,” Nia said, her face torn between fascination and shock.

      “I think that means she minds,” Fara said, trying to pull away from Rys.

      “No, it means that I’ve never seen you like this. I… think I understand a little better now.” Nia licked her lips, then bowed to Rys. “Please take good care of my elder sister, Your Majesty.”

      “Is this where we say congratulations?” Sarae asked. “Auntie Nia is handing over her sister to Rys. Such a touching moment.”

      “I will murder all of you,” Fara growled.

      “I didn’t say anything,” Mina objected.

      “Yet.”

      Rys left the foxes to their own devices. Despite how strong Fara acted, she did appear exhausted from the transformation process. He didn’t notice any physical changes other than the extra tail.

      However, she felt significantly stronger magically speaking. While Fara would need some practice, the extra tail would make her an immense help in dangerous battles. Which was great, as Rys expected to undertake one in the near future, once Alsia was ready for battle again.

      With the sun setting, he entered his office. A warm soup and several sandwiches sat beside a pot of coffee. Rys tucked into them while perusing his notes.

      Grigor and Alsia needed his assistance in Avolar, and Maria wanted him to make some decisions as well. Combined with Vallis’s trade issues, it sounded as if Rys’s problems for the present were primarily political and governance focused.

      The Malus League’s plans for invasion had been thwarted and their pet demon lord banished for several years at minimum. Pharos were investigating Rys, but seemed willing to cooperate. None of the other major powers in the archipelago seemed willing to act against him yet.

      Rys had time on his side right now. He needed to use that time to grow in strength, before his enemies realized they were his enemies.

      Because, ultimately, he planned to rule this archipelago. And then, who knew?

      To do that, he needed some answers on rather mundane matters, however. Now that Pharos were growing as a threat and point of interest, it was time for Rys to learn more about them.

      He had access to a knowledge Gift, which granted him access to a huge wealth of information. Every Gift was connected to a particular infernal, and knowledge Gifts relied on what that particular infernal knew about the world. In Rys’s case, his was connected to the Darus Twins, an immensely powerful knowledge devil with two bodies that knew almost too much.

      Rys spaced out his information gathering efforts in order to minimize attention from her. Knowledge Gifts were traceable, and overuse of one could easily be noticed even if Darus appeared to be inattentive.

      Focusing on Pharos, Rys reached for the knowledge Gift and was drawn into its mental pocket dimension. Lavender curtains shrouded in darkness surrounded him. A small round table with ornate gold trim sat in the center of the space.

      Rys immediately noticed something was off. Only a single stool stood around the table, in contrast to the three that had always been here. A soft humming sound filled the air, but it carried a slight edge to it.

      A single piece of paper sat on the table. Every fiber of Rys’s being told him to leave immediately, but he also knew that he needed to confirm what was written on that paper.

      Dread filled him with every step he took closer to the table. Despite how close it was, it felt as though it was fifty feet away, rather than a few steps.

      Nothing erupted from the shadow around him. That concerned him. By now, Darus would have usually ambushed him and rubbed herself against him in desperation.

      The humming had a hard edge now and grated against Rys’s ears.

      He picked up the paper.

      “We know, we know, we know, we know, we know—” the paper went on and on and on, written in Darus’s elegant scrawl in regal purple ink.

      Every inch was filled with the words, back and front. Darus’s writing never wavered in its elegance. She was, as always, the perfect knowledge devil.

      But just a tad obsessed.

      Right as Rys lowered the paper, his blood pounding in his ears, the writing shifted. Words drifted across the paper, neatly condensing and rearranging themselves to make space in the center.

      A single large word appeared in the center.

      “DARLING!” it read, written just as perfect as ever.

      Rys spun, expecting to see Darus.

      Nothing. The humming had stopped at some point. Rys replaced the paper.

      He straightened his clothes, his mind racing.

      How? When?

      No, neither mattered for the time being.

      What did matter is whether Darus knew where he was. Rys had asked some rather specific questions, and although he had asked about many other areas in the world, the Tolaran Archipelago would definitely stand out from his other requests.

      Fuck.

      Rys ran a hand through his black hair. Still no sign of Darus. It seemed they didn’t plan on speaking with him. Perhaps they were busy in Hell, but didn’t want to send their simulacrums. No doubt they were jealous of their own illusory copies spending time with him.

      Suddenly, an epiphany hit Rys.

      Throughout his conversations with Darus, they had expressed violent jealousy toward any woman he brought up. This had included women such as Ferra, who he’d had a complicated adversarial relationship with.

      Following this jealousy to its root, Rys had a sinking feeling about what actions Darus might take. Even if she couldn’t reach him in Harrium, she did know many of the devils he might summon in Hell.

      And right now, Rys couldn’t summon a pair of devils he badly wanted. Were they in danger?

      Slowly, Rys conjured up a pen using magic. When he placed it against the paper, it cleared all the words away.

      Then, in an act of raw callousness, he wrote, “Given your absence, I expect to have your assistance on summoning the following devils next time.” After which, he wrote down the names of as many random female devils he could think of that he had slept with, but that weren’t very important to him at the moment.

      Although he made sure to favor succubi who served Lacrissa.

      His distraction constructed, Rys rose and left the illusion.

      Back in the real world, he knew that he needed to accelerate some of his plans. At least until he understood the true threat Darus posed.

      Hell knew he was back. It wouldn’t be long before they attempted to reinstate their old employment conditions.
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      Deep within the underbelly of Rys’s palace lay several unique chambers, all hidden behind a thick steel door that menaced with runes. Rys had never been one for hidden doors. As cute as they looked, far too many beings possessed methods of detecting them. Rys learned how to see through most magical wards while battling the angels.

      The winged nightmares had been crafty bastards. Their spatial manipulation allowed them to create traps in the open. Rys had learned to look for things that weren’t there, on top of what was there. Even the astral power of the angels was imperfect at replicating reality and left slight imperfections that could be detected.

      That same principle applied to Rys’s own stronghold. He had recently been reminded that assuming his opponents were less capable than himself was dangerous. Arrogance and confidence were two sides of the same coin—the difference was that one tended to get him killed or sealed away again.

      As such, his traps and protections were designed to stop people like himself. He planned to redesign his palace shortly and would apply this thought process to the whole building.

      Rys opened the door with a touch and it slid open.

      Immediately, an imp poked his head down from the nearby ceiling. He saw Rys and vanished again.

      Even without visible guards, the door was still under watch. Simply by opening the door, Rys had triggered alerts to several individuals in the palace.

      Three rooms lay beyond the door. Two were shut by similar doors to the one he had just opened. Rys ignored them and instead entered the open room.

      Inside, a glowing ball of golden light hovered in a small library. Two glowing eyes and the shape of a skull and beak could be seen within the wisp of light. A thick tome lay open in front of the wisp, and an imp stood in front of it.

      “Next,” the wisp intoned.

      The imp turned the page, looking terribly bored.

      “You’re going to incite a general strike one day if you keep this up, Orthrus,” Rys said as he entered the room.

      Instantly, the imp shot to a corner of the room. He knocked in a specific pattern, triggering several runes to glow on a piece of wall. After several seconds, another imp opened the hidden duct and let him through.

      Strictly speaking, the ducts were a weakness in the security here. But Rys needed to allow the imps access and their magical signatures were unique compared to every other being. Restricting access through the ducts was trivial, and anything strong enough to breach the wards could probably walk through the front door.

      “I can’t imagine you’d allow your servants to strike,” Orthrus said, his voice carrying an oddly empty timber due to its magical nature.

      “I have some very old infernal contracts with the imps and their absolutely nonexistent union. They’re somehow still in effect, which is a testament to the knowledge devil who crafted the things.” Rys chuckled as he took a seat. “Tyrisa is good, but I don’t think she could craft a contract with an entity that doesn’t officially exist and make it magically binding 1500 years later, even after all of the original counterparty signatories are long dead.”

      “Curious. I had suspected there was something more to your relationship with the imps, but you’ve always been circumspect.” The wisp clacked his intangible beak. “Why the change?”

      “Because things are going well, and you’ve helped me recently. I can share one of my secrets.” Rys shrugged. “How’s the reading going? You’ve been focused on Pharos recently, and it so happens I need some answers myself.”

      “You have a Gift, do you not?”

      “About that…”

      He briefly explained to Orthrus what had happened with Darus.

      Trust did not come easily to Rys. Orthrus was a being who deserved little, given his unknown nature.

      But the two men were tied together in this castle, both sealed away for millennia. Orthrus had awakened Rys from 1500 years of sleep in a coffin and knew far more about this strange place than he cared to admit. If Rys wanted to learn more about the mysteries of the Labyrinth below the palace, which was once called Castle Aion, then he’d need to butter up his partner.

      Orthrus did the same to Rys. The two had more similarities than differences, Rys felt.

      “I’m afraid I do not understand why they would not be present. Is the knowledge Gift not a mental extension, rather than a physical one?” the wisp asked.

      “I’m certain they were avoiding me. Maybe they wanted me to call out to them, or perhaps they don’t want to talk to me directly until they know more. That means they might not know where I am right now,” Rys said.

      “Or it could mean they do not wish to give away a surprise.”

      Of course Orthrus felt the need to dash Rys’s hopes.

      “Yes. However, I can force them to appear if I want to. My Gift is unrestricted. They can’t ignore my requests for information.” Rys leaned back in his chair and glared at the ceiling. “But, as with any battle with a powerful infernal, it’s more complicated. If I try to force a confrontation, they might unravel their illusory world rather than meet with me in person. That would grant me access to the information in the traditional format, but I might want to talk with them directly in the future.”

      “Ah. So you’re uncertain whether to risk your access to Darus against your desire for their knowledge. Quite the conundrum. But surely you should be protecting yourself first?” Orthrus suggested.

      “I am. I’ll need to talk with Grigor and Hyrie about Darus, and see if there are methods to determine her activity. Given I don’t know how she learned about my return, I might be jumping at shadows or she might be sending a fleet full of cultists as we speak.”

      Orthrus floated across the room. He seemed keen to leave, which told Rys that a change of both topic and scenery was on the wisp’s mind.

      They left the room and approached one of the closed doors in the hallway.

      “Well, my research on Pharos has gone well. There are still significant gaps, but your knowledge of the Cataclysm has been able to fill many of those,” Orthrus said.

      Rys opened the door while nodding.

      The room beyond looked like some unholy combination of a torture room and laboratory. Magitech devices crowded the walls, a few racks and tables with restraints occupied the center of the room, and a large table piled with paper, crystals, and all manner of tools stood in one corner.

      A five-tailed fox with white hair and tails sat in a plain wooden chair, next to a basic futon. She tensed up when she saw Rys enter. Her eyes widened and her body shook. Thick red cords wrapped around her tails ensured she was harmless, as they magically restrained her spellcasting abilities. She wore a simple black robe.

      This was Aochi, the Garrotte clan spymaster that Marin had been interested in. She had been a prisoner down here for some time now.

      Rys ignored her and walked over to the table. Orthrus followed his lead.

      Aochi’s eyes focused on the door. Once she realized nobody else was with Rys today, she relaxed and closed her eyes.

      Rys lifted up a handful of long white strands of almost crystalline fur. Three much smaller bundles lay on the table, one of which was black. Each was labeled with a letter: M, F, S, and A. The hairs in Rys’s hand belonged to the “A” label.

      “Did you find the time to take a closer look at the tail fur?” he asked Orthrus. “You implied you still have a powerful enough connection to the astral plane to do that.”

      “I did and I do.” The wisp clacked his beak in annoyance, presumably at the suggestion he hadn’t kept his word. “The results largely match our hypothesis and the data collected from your devices, but I was able to see other connections.”

      “Explain it in full. I don’t want to miss something that you think is obvious.”

      “Each tail hair remains magically active even when separated from its host,” Orthrus explained. “Every hair is a complex structure that exists in both the material and astral planes at once, and they act as both astral energy banks and collectors.”

      “That matches what I found using the magitech device I constructed with Mave’s and Graem’s assistance,” Rys said. “The foxes have massive bundles of astral energy sticking out of their asses, and the tails do all the heavy lifting of processing the dangerous astral energy.”

      “Not quite. The important part you missed is that the tails only function correctly when attached to the host. The individual hairs collect and hold energy, but they cannot cast spells—or arrays, as these vermin call them.” Orthrus chuckled. “The fox must still convert the astral energy into magic. Nothing can affect reality in Harrium unless it is first converted into local terms.”

      That was one of the fundamental rules of magical theory, or at least the complex part of it.

      Harrium itself enforced reality. The first step to casting any form of magic was to process the energy so that it was in the local form, unless it was already from Harrium. That was what made infernalism difficult. It relied on infernal energy from Hell, and processing it was actively dangerous to humans. Astral energy was even more dangerous.

      In a sense, all forms of magical energy were like currencies. Harrium only accepted its own, and everybody else needed to exchange their coins before they could play.

      The only exception was astral power, which involved using astral energy to directly overwrite Harrium’s reality. If a being was strong enough to tell the world to fuck off, then they didn’t need to use its magical currency.

      “So mystic foxes have huge stores of astral energy, but they still can’t use them directly,” Rys mused as he replaced the hairs. “I suppose that helps them fit in. They’re divine beings like the angels, but they don’t have the same unnatural feeling. And so far, they haven’t been as ridiculously condescending.”

      “I feel ‘condescending’ is a light description of the angels,” Orthrus said.

      Ignoring him, Rys continued, “But why don’t foxes use the energy directly? Surely it can’t be that hard if they already have access to such a huge store of energy. And I’ll resign my employment contract with Hell if they’re not manufactured beings like the angels.”

      “Indeed. Such a level of magical complexity cannot be coincidental.”

      “If havoc foxes like Imira can use astral power, I wonder if this is why they’re so hated,” Rys said.

      Something clattered nearby and Rys looked over to see Aochi had knocked over her wooden mug, spilling water everywhere. She cursed and picked it up, trying not to pull on the restraint keeping her in the corner.

      Her eyes met Rys when she straightened up, and she glared at him. Fear filled her eyes in the process and her body shook.

      “Is that what this is all about? You’re taking me apart and putting me back together so you can learn about havoc foxes?” Aochi asked.

      “Maybe. I don’t think it matters to you,” Rys said.

      “The Alliance will destroy you once it learns what you’re doing here.”

      “There’s a liaison from the Alliance in the palace right now. Do you think she’s interested in you in the slightest?” He laughed. “Marin seemed more interested in what my cock could do for her than finding out about you. You worked against me and lost. I assume you haven’t had a change of heart?”

      “Never. You—”

      He turned away and walked to the door. The fox screeched at him, but he tuned her words out. The door shut her up entirely.

      “I’m surprised you’ve spent this long on her,” Orthrus said once they were outside. “There is little to gather from her and much to risk if she is found alive.”

      “She amuses Mina, and that’s enough for me.”

      “Ah. I’m surprised your little fox hasn’t broken her new toy yet. Her enthusiasm is a testament to your ability to corrupt those around you.”

      The wisp ducked up and down, as if in some sort of salute, then returned to the library. Rys watched him go.

      Then he called out, “Orthrus, don’t forget about the Labyrinth seals. Books are a nice escape, but there’s work to be done.”

      “I do not forget my priorities.” Orthrus turned and gave Rys what was presumably a baleful look, if the wisp were capable of such. “I am certain that the next power conduit is beneath the island of Dalyros.”

      “Then I’ll have to give you more to explore shortly.”

      “Please.” Orthrus drifted away.

      Before leaving, Rys alerted the imps with magic that they needed to attend to Orthrus again. Then he found Fara lurking outside his bedroom.

      Unlike before, she was now fully dressed. Her black robe had been replaced by a tight-fitting black outfit with thick combat boots and black thigh-high socks that left her muscled thighs showing. She crossed her arms when he approached.

      “About time. What have you been up to? I thought you’d want to do something to celebrate,” she huffed.

      “Given you’re dressed like that, I think we have different ideas of celebrating your new tail,” Rys said.

      She rolled her eyes. “We can fuck tonight, Rys. I’m not going anywhere and you seem to be short of bedroom buddies. Even Maria can’t attend to you every night.”

      “Care to tell her that?”

      Fara snorted before striding over and looping an arm through Rys’s. Her tails wrapped around him from behind, ensconcing him in comfort.

      “I thought you said tonight?” he asked.

      She hit him in the arm. “You need to go somewhere, don’t you? I can tell by the way you’re walking. There’s a shift in your gait when you have somewhere you need to be or if you’re looking for someone. Where are you teleporting to?”

      How many hours did Fara spend staring at his legs to notice that? Or had Fara been staring at something above his legs?

      “Avolar. Alsia and Grigor need to speak to me, and I need to speak to them,” Rys admitted.

      “Then let’s go. I’m basically your bodyguard, and I have to make up for my time off,” Fara said.

      Rys warded his body and soul using the power of Castle Aion. Although he had claimed the ancient fortress as his palace, it remained the historic command center of the prehistoric being who had created the space-bending Labyrinth beneath the archipelago. Orthrus called this being the Creator, and Rys knew little about him other than his overwhelming power.

      As well as the fact that Rys’s current seal had previously been used to contain the Creator. Rys had distinct suspicions that the only reason he could control the castle’s reality-bending powers and manipulate mechanisms in the Labyrinth was the fact he was sealed away.

      That raised problematic questions for what might happen once Rys freed himself. For now, he ignored them. If he tried to solve every problem at once, he’d never get anything done.

      Once ready, Rys and Fara stepped outside the palace’s protective boundaries. He cast his teleportation spell.

      Rys had a kingdom to manage. His problems with foxes and infernals could wait.
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      A moment later they appeared outside a large hall. Passersby and guards startled at their appearance, but quickly settled into awed gazes and hushed whispers once they recognized Fara.

      And Rys, probably. He had made a public appearance shortly after the annexation of Avolar, but he doubted many people saw his face. What people remembered was the black-tailed fox by his side.

      Speaking of which, he looked over at her.

      Fara took slow, deep breaths as she steadied herself. Her arm tightened around Rys and her tails shifted unsteadily behind herself.

      After a few seconds, she looked at him with a smirk. “See, I’m fine.”

      “You can help your niece, then. Mina reacted worse than you did when I teleported with her recently.”

      “Define ‘worse,’ Rys.”

      “I could describe what she ate that morning with more detail than I’d prefer to,” he said.

      Fara snorted. “Good to know the little perfectionist has something else to strive for. She’s been a little lost since she realized how far she’s outstripped her sister.”

      They walked toward the hall in front of them. Avolar wasn’t a large city—in fact, it was more of a large town. While the archipelago was strongly rural, Avolar was even more so than most regions. The city was built into a steep hillside in the foothills, and felt more like a symbolic capital than a natural settlement.

      A river did flow past the outskirts of the city, providing much of the industrial output necessary. Magitech was practically nonexistent here, save for in the mage tower. Not only did it cost a fortune to ship it this far north, but it apparently had issues operating in extreme cold. Gauron manufactured almost all magitech, and it was a much warmer place given it was in the southern hemisphere.

      Last time Rys had been here, the river had been iced over and the roofs covered in thick sheets of snow. Right now, a few patches hid in dark corners that never saw light. The weather remained distinctly chilly and Fara wrapped her tails around Rys with a smirk.

      “Lady Fara, welcome back to Avolar!” the guards snapped, saluting in the process. Their eyes locked onto Rys, uncertain as to how they should address him.

      He ignored them and rammed open the double doors to the city hall. Rolling her eyes, Fara kept pace with him.

      The benches of the hall were empty, and only a few clerks and guards milled about. Rys ignored everyone and made his way upstairs. Nobody stopped him, although everyone stared.

      “You don’t have a very kingly presence,” Fara noted. “Shouldn’t you greet them? Try to learn names?”

      “I’m not here to get in Alsia’s way,” he said.

      “Uh huh. And that requires you to be distant and weird?”

      “No. But I want to be a shadow king. Someone who can stand above local politics and issues. Most people will ignore me, as I won’t actually do anything in their eyes, and a replacement might make things worse. If things go wrong, then I’m a convenient scapegoat for Alsia and Maria. I can be blamed for war and political tensions. It’s not like anyone is going to remove me from power.” Rys laughed.

      “But don’t you want the masses to recognize you, at least?” Fara watched as several servants stepped out of their way, but didn’t bow or salute in any way. “They know you’re important, because that’s just the way you act. But isn’t it annoying that people don’t recognize your power?”

      Rys paused outside the duke’s office. He sensed Grigor and Hyrie inside, which meant Alsia would be there too.

      “Fara, if a man destroys a demon lord but nobody knows, did he really destroy a demon lord?” he asked.

      “I never know how to answer these weird questions of yours,” Fara said, her tails lowering behind her submissively.

      “The answer is yes, because I did. I don’t need everyone to bow down before me to know that I have social influence over them. There’s more to power than having my ego stroked.” Rys pressed a hand against the door. “But if that’s what somebody wants, then more power to them.”

      “Was that a pun?”

      He winked at her, then entered the office. Four figures stood inside, equally split between men and women. Only three of them mattered to Rys.

      One of the women was Alsia, Rys’s duchess and pregnant lover. Her belly had noticeably swollen, given she was in her fifth month. Her enchanting beauty remained untouched, and Rys knew that many of the Kinadain in Avolar were deeply jealous of him. Long, golden blonde hair ran straight down her back. Her modest breasts had begun to swell recently. A pair of draconic horns stuck out from either side of her head and a tail lashed back and forth behind her.

      The other woman was a succubus, and looked the part. She floated in the air and held a long pipe. While succubi weren’t common in Rys’s kingdom, he had long since become used to seeing women who wore next to nothing while effortlessly looking like the sexiest things alive.

      While one of the men didn’t matter to Rys, the other did. Grigor normally looked like a huge demon that towered thirteen-feet high. His human form was considerably smaller, but still large enough that no normal human could hope to match his height and bulk. His biceps alone were the size of most men’s torsos.

      “Hyrie, he’s not needed,” Rys said, gesturing to the balding Kinadain man wearing a fur coat. A pair of small horns stuck out from within his combover.

      “Rudolph, dear, go take care of some paperwork elsewhere in the hall. I’ll toddle along shortly,” the succubus said, blowing the man a kiss.

      The Kinadain’s eyes turned glassy. He nodded. “Yes, Mistress Hyrie.”

      Then he left the office, closing the door behind him.

      Fara shot Hyrie a look. “Won’t he give you away if he calls you ‘Mistress’ in front of others?”

      “He only calls me that in private, or around specific people. Otherwise, we’re picturesque newlyweds.” Hyrie let out a girlish giggle that didn’t fit her appearance. “Not that I waste time on him in bed. I kept his wife around for that.”

      “That’s oddly nice of you,” Fara said.

      “Nice has nothing to do with it.” The succubus scoffed. “Honestly, Your Majesty, haven’t you explained anything about how this works to your pets?”

      “It’s your job to manage this, not theirs,” Rys said flatly. Still, Fara’s look of annoyance drew into an explanation regardless. “Fara, Hyrie’s keeping Duke Terraph’s wife around because it minimizes the magic required to keep him happy. The added benefit is that once Hyrie can’t babysit him for any reason, we can restore the status quo.”

      “So it’s pragmatism that happens to align with being nice?” Fara asked.

      “Of course,” Hyrie said, flipping her hair with one hand and sneering. “If His Majesty had the mass of succubi he once commanded, we’d have no reason to play nice. I’m sure there’d be at least one that would be interested.”

      “I doubt that,” Rys said, intentionally not elaborating on what part of Hyrie’s statement he was disagreeing with. “Anyway, I came here for a reason.”

      Alsia gasped, raising her hands from her belly. “Fara! You have a fifth tail.”

      Apparently that reason was to watch Alsia and Fara giggle and chatter over the new tail. Rys and the two infernals watched, bemused.

      “You seem less overjoyed than I expected, Rys,” Grigor rumbled. “Fara has gained significant power, and with that should come the confidence she has desired.”

      “Today’s been a bit rough,” Rys admitted. “Darus knows I’m back.”

      Both infernals fell silent, but their bodies spoke volumes. Grigor’s bulging muscles tensed and his eyes narrowed. Hyrie stood on her feet and crossed her arms, biting a fingernail.

      “The Darus Twins?” she asked. “I always kept far away from her territory. She seemed to hate succubi, and countless rumors swirled about her fascination with you.”

      “She never believed you died,” Grigor said. “But her apprenticeship with the Archdevil Kauros distanced her from everyone else.”

      “I doubt that was the only thing that distanced her,” Rys said. “She’s acted strangely whenever I bring up women, and now she knows I’m back, and potentially where I am.”

      “But you wish to confirm that intelligence,” Grigor said.

      Rys nodded.

      “Darus’s court is small, because she prefers to manage things herself.” The demon prince paused. “Or perhaps it is because she struggles to get along with others. Her general is a young demon prince named Lance, but he is closer to a duelist given his lack of subordinates. A weak nighthorror called Gareth manages her court, but he is rarely seen outside her company. Of course, Sesrah is her enforcer.”

      “What about Harah?” Rys asked. “If Sesrah is involved, I imagine Harah would know something.”

      “She refused to speak about anything whenever we met in the wastes of Hell.” Grigor shrugged. “I believe she lost the scythe you made for her in some sort of contest with her sister and is sour about it.”

      “That’s Harah all right. Says she wants to skin me alive, but gets pouty when she loses something I made for her.” Rys laughed, then grimaced. “What about knowledge devils?”

      “Darus consumes them. She buys them from Ariel and Malusian in exchange for information, then utterly destroys them. It is a source of significant knowledge shortages in the inner courts.”

      Damn.

      “So I’ll need to see if Harah or Asa know something. Or, if that fails, bargain with somebody powerful enough to monitor Darus.”

      That meant revealing himself to the royal devils of Hell. Darus’s insanity would blow Rys’s cover.

      But if Darus knew where he was and was able to act against him, did it matter if others found out? Ariel and Malusian weren’t stupid. They’d notice Darus making moves in Harrium and investigate. It was only a matter of time before they discovered Rys.

      “If you’ll take my advice, Your Majesty, I can—” Hyrie began to say.

      “Is it related to managing Avolar or your activities as an intelligence agent?” Rys asked bluntly.

      She pouted. “I only wish to help you deal with your emerging issues, Your Majesty. Given how dangerous Darus is, I am far more useful than—”

      “If it’s not related to Avolar, then you’ll receive orders through Mina. I’m only dealing with you directly because you’re in control of Terraph, and I’ll intervene directly whenever I need you for military matters. Otherwise, I keep my hands off my intelligence agents.”

      Hyrie’s eyes flashed. “But not your spymaster?”

      “No.”

      “And if the position were to change hands.”

      “I think this conversation is over, Hyrie. Go take care of Terraph,” Rys said.

      She giggled, then floated out of the room. Fara and Alsia ceased their chatter to give Rys an odd look, but he ignored them.

      Grigor gave Rys a sidelong look. “You shouldn’t encourage her. She has already made one attempt to undermine Mina.”

      “Learning how to deal with sabotage is necessary for Mina,” Rys said with an easy smile. “Hyrie will make a move before we deal with the Malus League, and I’ll come out the end with a tempered spymaster. If I coddle her too much, she’ll shatter when she needs to deal with enemies who don’t pull punches.”

      “Perhaps,” the demon prince grunted. “I dislike this sort of subterfuge.”

      “I know. That’s why I plan to summon Asa once we break the next seal. She can laze around and prevent Mina from losing complete control, or knock sense into the succubi if they get too unruly.” Rys gestured to Grigor. “I need you to ensure we’re ready for a dangerous Labyrinth dive. We weren’t exactly ready for the surprise in the last one, and I don’t want to be blindsided like that again.”

      “Done. But you will need to look into Darus yourself. Be careful.”

      With his infernals handled, Rys joined the women in the room. They had calmed down some and hovered by the small desk in the room. Fara had her hands on Alsia’s belly and had a strange look on her face.

      “Do you want to feel, Rys?” Alsia asked him with a bright smile. “She’s kicking.”

      Fara’s expression felt oddly familiar to Rys, but he played along with Alsia.

      Naturally, he felt absolutely nothing when he touched her belly.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “She calmed down the moment you touched me.” She frowned, her tail falling to the ground in the process. “This always happens. Do you think she can sense you?”

      “No,” Rys said flatly. “We can assign supernatural traits to her once she’s born, Alsia.”

      Fara scoffed. “You’re talking about the supernatural when you’re an ancient man living in a reality-bending palace who talks about continents being destroyed. Rys, have a little faith.”

      “I don’t have faith, I have knowledge,” he said.

      Although he had to admit that his unborn daughter’s behavior was eerie. Given she was almost certain to be an otherkin—a type of Kinadain that was shunned by their race—perhaps there was some strange magic at work. Rys knew next to nothing about the Kinadain, and they knew even less about themselves it seemed.

      “Don’t act like you know everything.” Fara hit him with her tails.

      “But what if I do?” he chimed back.

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not hitting you with my tails again just because you’re playing up your arrogant side. I know you enjoy it.”

      He had been seen through.

      After a couple minutes of small talk, they settled into chairs beside the fireplace. The furnishings were spartan here, given Avolar’s relative lack of wealth. While many of the nobles lived in comfort, that didn’t extend to the common properties of the region.

      “You mentioned you needed some help. Has something gone wrong?” Rys asked Alsia as she nursed a mug of tea and Grigor hovered in a corner.

      “Yes. With Duke Terraph’s help and your personal intervention, I’ve managed to settle much of the discontent after the war but I think this is… next stage, as you would put it,” she said, pursing her lips in thought. “The issues are complex.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” Rys said drily.

      “I mean it, Rys. The entire region is a tinderbox.” She ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “I’ve explained before that Kinadain who leave the dains and settle with humans or Ariadain are effectively exiled, yes?”

      He frowned. The fact the Ariadain were being mentioned in the same context as ordinary humans was curious. Both the Kinadain and Ariadain were the local peoples of the archipelago, from before Gauron and Pharos had settled it a little over a century ago. The Ariadain were less of a race, and more of a culture—demihumans and humans both claimed to be part of the low-lying dains.

      Rys admitted to himself that he didn’t have a strong grasp of the Ariadain. In Anceston, where his powerbase lay, the Ariadain had dissolved their dains and lived in ordinary villages and towns like all the settlers and their descendants.

      “I do recall. Maria’s also talked about the gap between her status as a ‘trusted demihuman’ whose family line descends from Kinadain, as well as the difficulties she’d face becoming true Kinadain again,” Rys said.

      Alsia’s tail lashed beside her once. “Avolar is a ball of fury built up from injustices related to that culture of separation. Despite being a city-state jointly ruled by local dains of both Ariadain and Kinadain, one side held political dominance. The Kinadain. And they started a war that destroyed their country, killed many, and hurt the Ariadain far more.”

      “Ah, yes, they started it,” Fara said with a smirk.

      “That is how they perceive it, and perception is all that matters to the commonfolk,” Grigor rumbled.

      Fara’s tails drooped in response to the rebuke, and she raised her hands in surrender. “Sorry. I was making a joke at Rys’s expense, not… Well…”

      “It’s fine,” Rys said. “But in this case, I think we need to look at what the people on the ground experienced. My entire plan was to ensure that Avolar took the political fall for the war. I succeeded, apparently. Nobody has raised even the slightest objection and it’s now causing internal strife, correct?”

      “That is perhaps an understatement,” Alsia said with a wince. “The Ariadain manage the land. They grow the food, as well as the cash crops that have allowed Avolar to trade for food from other nations. Guess who felt the sting of our trade tariffs with Avolar? And who was drafted en masse to prop up the numbers of their small professional army?”

      Fara shot Rys a look, but said nothing. He ignored her for now and instead swirled his whisky. It was pretty rough stuff, even loaded down with herbs as it was. Rys still hadn’t worked out if the Kinadain liked whisky that stripped the skin off their throats or if they just kept the better stuff to themselves.

      “I’m guessing the Kinadain suffered as well. They run the smiths, the mills, and the loss of the artifact trade would have hurt them,” Rys said.

      “Ordinarily, yes. But with the influence they had in the nobility and their backing from the Malus League, they insulated their dains from the worst of it. The riots that took place in January may have been instigated by Mina, but they represented generations of anger boiling over at once.” Alsia bit her lip. “Even after replacing the elders, the resentment colors every discussion and decision made.”

      “I was going to hold off on this, but I feel you almost succeeded too well, Rys,” Fara remarked. “Doesn’t war usually impact the poorest the worst?”

      “Yes, but I won’t pretend we were going to avoid Avolar. The damage it inflicts on the people is why I didn’t invade, then burn, sack, and pillage the homes of those same people,” Rys said, looking her in the eye. “There’s a price to this sort of expansion, Fara. Can you imagine the loss and fury of the Ariadain if Grigor had crushed Avolar with force? We don’t need to bear the brunt of it. That just leaves us to pick up the pieces.”

      She lowered her tails and flattened her ears.

      Alsia picked the conversation back up, saying, “There is some light in the situation. Hyrie’s choice of duke has been deceptively brilliant,” Alsia said. “Duke Terraph is from an Ariadain merchant family. But, like most, he has Kinadain descent. In order to gain political power, he underwent the arduous task of becoming Kinadain. He’s an ideal choice to mitigate anger. But the current system is untenable. Many Ariadain want you to tear everything apart as an outsider, and the Kinadain resent your influence because it reduces theirs.”

      “Then change it,” Rys said.

      He laughed at the odd expression on Alsia’s face.

      Continuing, he said, “Look, I know you’re used to the hands-off approach I’ve taken to you and Maria, but you’re forgetting that both of you actively made changes to assist me. Nobody from Avolar approached me with a plan to fix these issues. You have Vallis’s power as Viceroy at your disposal if you need to bulldoze political opponents. Hyrie can manipulate others. Split the dains apart politically if they can’t agree. I’m sure Tyrisa would love to draft a whole lot of paperwork for both sides to wade through.”

      Alsia grimaced at the mention of Tyrisa’s intervention. “I will use that as a last resort. The Kinadain remain an issue, however. I feel they don’t respect me.” Her hand lingered on her belly.

      Well, that was an issue that Rys had no easy solution for. Ordinarily, he’d tell Alsia to remind them of her personal strength but her ability to do so was restricted right now.

      “You’re a duchess, aren’t you? Use your subordinates. Send loyal elders north to crack heads for you. I’m sure Jaime would happily ride up here with his wolfkin warriors to remind the puppies here of who you are,” Rys said. “Don’t try to solve everything yourself. I don’t.”

      After a moment, Alsia nodded.

      Fara took the chance to interrupt, “This might be the only opportunity I get to say something of value in a discussion like this. You want to unite the dains, don’t you? Then you are going to crush enemies and old practices. The fox clans warred for centuries before we were united under the Alliance. The first chief made sweeping changes, integrated us into the Imperial Court, and ruthlessly destroyed her opposition. Her greatest mistake was likely not being harsh enough to her allies before she left.”

      “Corruption takes root where eyes do not linger,” Grigor said. “I suppose that is an advantage of the infernal way. Our ambitions make it difficult to look away from those close to you for too long.”

      Fara and Alsia shot the demon prince concerned looks. Their gazes turned to Rys, who shrugged.

      “Hyrie’s ambitious. I’m using her to train Mina,” he said.

      “Try not to break my niece, Rys,” Fara drawled.

      “That would imply she’s not already broken.”

      “I don’t think I want to know what you’re doing with her.” The fox shook her head.

      Alsia drained her tea, then placed her cup on the table. “I believe that settles my issue. Although I will need long-term support, especially as I plan to return to the palace shortly.” Again, she rubbed her belly.

      “All the more reason to send Jaime and others up here,” Rys said, then turned to Grigor. “You wanted something from me as well, didn’t you?”

      “No. Merely to advise you that we cannot wage war with the Malus League until our issues here are resolved. A populace that is at war with itself cannot be relied upon to protect its land, let alone march to drums,” Grigor said. “If we turn our eye elsewhere too soon, others will capitalize on the discontent we leave behind.”

      Fara giggled suddenly, and everyone looked at her. She waved her tails behind her.

      “It’s always amusing to hear a meeting shift so drastically when Grigor is involved. Rys is always so dominant normally, but you always tell him how it is, Grigor,” the fox said with a smile.

      “Is it truly such a difference?” Grigor asked, looking at the others questioningly.

      Alsia nodded rapidly. “Yes. I look forward to the day I can be as confident and experienced as you, so I can tell Rys what to do, rather than be told.”

      “I do not believe I tell him what to do,” Grigor grumbled.

      “Rys, have you ever ignored anything Grigor tells you?” Fara asked.

      “No, because he’s my trusted subordinate and has as much or more experience as I do on the field. I’m not an idiot.” Rys finished off his drink and stood. “Don’t worry about it, Grigor. They’re just jealous.”

      “Oh, yes, Grigor. What big muscles you have. Can you lend them to me for tonight so that I can impress Rys?” Fara droned.

      The demon prince left the room without a word.

      Alsia and Fara broke down in giggles.

      “I think you teased him too much,” Rys said, then grinned. “It’s going to be fantastic to see how he handles Asa once I can summon her.”
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      A rapid chiming, like that of bells, echoed throughout Mina’s bedroom. She snapped awake, her tails flaring upward and beginning to cast a defensive array.

      Then she took in her surroundings and calmed down. Her tails swished back and forth, and she cast an array to silence the alarm. For decades, she had used the chime of her village’s alarm bells as an alarm. She had weaved a permanent array into her hairpiece as part of her adjutant training.

      Stretching, she realized she had fallen asleep at her desk. Again. A blanket fell off her shoulders, and she promptly folded it up and left it in the corner for the imps to collect. Presumably, they had draped it over her at some point.

      Her lair was an almost literal one. A windowless, doorless room with a loft she slept in. Or at least, tried to sleep in. The only way in or out was through the ducts. Similarly, the only sources of light were the magical lights that emitted a soft, warm glow from the corners. Mina intentionally kept them on a low setting because she liked the darkness, although her desk was lit up properly.

      Rys had built this room for her upon request, including extending the plumbing into the bathroom. Mina still wondered why he hadn’t batted an eye, but had learned by now not to worry about Rys’s thoughts. She just needed to focus on his approval.

      Scattered papers reminded Mina that she had been going over export and import records from Tarmouth for the past several years. Even aggregated, these records were immense and difficult to find patterns in. She had a pretty good feeling something was amiss, though. But putting her finger on it was hard.

      “What is it that Rys says sometimes? Pay attention to what isn’t there, more than what is,” she muttered, shaking out a sheaf of records.

      Easier said than done. Tyrisa had given the papers a once over and shrugged them off, but she wasn’t trained to spot irregularities. The problem Mina had was that she didn’t understand what should be here, so finding what was missing was difficult.

      But, somehow, she knew that the Alliance’s smuggling network was tied to it. Sarae had dug these up and dumped them on Mina after attempting to find evidence to implicate Marin. Her sister’s foul mood suggested that she knew as little as Mina, but she seemed certain they were connected to the Gold Clan’s activities.

      An imp entered the room through the ducts, carrying a tray. He trotted up to Mina and transferred its contents onto the table.

      “Fierce bossboss and flat boss aren’t back yet. Bossbossbossboss is going to ask you to look for them at lunch,” the imp reported as he poured her morning coffee.

      Mina internally translated the message. Fara and Sarae had left to talk with Marin and Liorne two days ago, so it was odd they had stayed away for two nights straight. A few days had passed since Fara had received her fifth tail, which meant Rys only had two days to resolve matters before Marin acted like a bitch.

      Which meant Marin was stalling. The chances of Fara being in trouble were remote. Liorne might be a seven-tailed fox, but even he wouldn’t dare attack her in her home village. One of Mina’s agents would know by now if he had.

      She sipped her coffee while the imp waited patiently. For whatever reason, the imps had started sweetening her coffee. They insisted no sugar had been added, but they were clearly brewing her something different to what they served Rys. She liked it, but wanted to drink the same brew as her master.

      “Why don’t you give Rys a funny name?” she asked idly, thinking about how she could squeeze in a trip to the village and some time to interrogate Aochi.

      The imp looked around, as if checking for eavesdroppers. Then he leaned in conspiratorially.

      “The delegates are close to cutting a deal to get us some specialty beans from Pharos. We need to show respect so that negotiations go smoothly,” the imp whispered.

      Mina nodded, but her mind raced.

      Delegates? Negotiations?

      Rys hadn’t been joking when he kept bringing up that imp union? What was that whole thing about it being nonexistent? Her head hurt thinking about it.

      Maybe this was an elaborate joke, but the imps seemed incapable of humor. They were smarter than they acted around most people—a fact that drove Vallis up the wall—but remained fairly simple creatures.

      “I don’t think Rys would have a problem buying good coffee. He drinks as much of the stuff as you do,” she said.

      “Maybe. But coffee for bossbossbossboss is different. This is coffee for us.” The imp nodded pridefully.

      Mina tried not to think too hard about this.

      “Let Rys know that I’ll visit the village this morning. I’ll do a quick patrol of the palace, then be off,” she said.

      The imp didn’t report anything else, so she took that as a sign that everything was alright.

      After polishing off her grilled fish and porridge, she slugged down her coffee and shot into the ducts. Despite the name, they were fairly spacious. The imps needed enough room to move two abreast and carry trays through them.

      Mina always suspected that an intruder would get into them one day. Her diminutive height made the ducts easy to traverse, so long as the imps ducked out the way or she clung to the ceiling. Only her massive tits caused problems.

      Once, she had gotten stuck dropping down into Rys’s office. While she had swiftly freed herself, her face still burned at the memory of flailing about with her chest physically holding her up. The way Rys’s eyes had shined with amusement suggested he had been waiting for it to happen.

      Mina didn’t enjoy Fara’s pastime of baiting and insulting Rys, but she did feel that he was a bit of a bastard then. A small part of her wondered if he had intentionally shrunk the duct’s exit.

      Her patrol turned up nothing of note. Her alarm woke her up at dawn, and only the servants and guards were drifting about. A familiar wolfkin hovered outside Rys’s bedroom, ear pressed against his door as if she could possibly hear through the magical wards on it.

      Mina found Tsarri amusing, but also disconcerting. The wolfkin’s obsession with Rys was a reminder to Mina not to lose herself completely. Sure, she might steal his used shirts to sleep in and lie on his bed when he wasn’t using it, but there was something different about Tsarri’s behavior.

      The lies she told herself, Mina thought.

      Inside, Rys seemed lost in his evocation practice. His progress seemed surprisingly slow to her, but maybe she just expected him to be amazing at everything.

      His bed was empty. Mina took the opportunity to linger in the space immediately above his bedroom. Apparently, Rys had adjusted his wards so that he could hear her up here. The knowledge always made her feel extra naughty given what she did up here.

      If she dropped down and lay on his bed, what would he do to her? She had plenty of ideas after watching him turn her aunt into a puddle for close to a year.

      After several minutes of fantasizing, Mina came back to reality and left. She had work to do. Rys would enjoy her when he was ready.

      She stopped above one of the receiving rooms. A familiar man sat in a lounge chair, sipping green tea. A second cup and saucer sat on the table, empty.

      Mina dropped down and scowled at him. “You could have told me you were back, Leth. How was Tarmouth?”

      The man, Lethilium, inclined his head toward her. He looked like a middle-aged merchant wearing a worn suit. His silvering hair was done up in a fashionable hairstyle, and Mina imagined he would be attractive to human women who preferred older men. To her, almost all human and Kinadain men looked fairly unimpressive.

      A life around the handsome beauties that came out of the mystic fox clans made it hard for other races to compete. Rys stood up against them because he was an Adonis-like figure, almost like a statue given life. Although Mina was far more interested in him for other reasons, unlike Sarae’s obsession with his muscles.

      Lethilium wasn’t a human, however. He was a devil known as a Haunt and could change his appearance at will. Unlike Hyrie, who Mina actively butted heads with but had a handle on, Leth ran rings around his appointed spymaster. The only reason Mina could rely on him is that he seemed uninterested in taking over her job.

      “You found me, did you not?” Leth said.

      His voice seemed to echo within her mind, and tendrils intruded into her thoughts. Warring suggestions began to overcome her. That Leth was taunting her, or that she should know better than to question him, or that her inability to manage Leth was why Rys couldn’t trust her.

      Mina shook her head, managing to push away the light suggestion. “Stop doing that.”

      “Better to be tested by associates than by enemies,” Leth said. “And better still than by allies.”

      “Hyrie’s getting uppity, I know. Tell me about Tarmouth, Leth. I sent you there to investigate any possible connection the Alliance or Imira might have,” Mina said.

      Leth poured some tea for her, then leaned back. In short order, a knock sounded at the door. A pair of demihuman servants poked their heads in. They looked confused, but brightened up once they saw Mina.

      “Oh! Lady Mina, would you like us to serve you some breakfast?” one of the maids said, bowing deeply to her. They ignored Leth.

      Mina shot Leth a questioning gaze, and he smiled at her.

      “I’m not picky,” he said.

      “A plate of whatever the Lilim are eating for him. I’ll just have something light,” Mina said.

      The maids bowed again, then ducked off.

      “You’re showing off,” Mina muttered to Leth.

      “Perhaps. As for Tarmouth, it was an enlightening visit. I do not recommend deploying other agents there. While I evaded detection, they are on high alert for intrusion. Hyrie lacks the skills to evade them and the diplomatic fallout would be immense,” Leth said. “More to the point, I confirmed your suspicions about the naval battle.”

      “So, Tarmouth is involved?” Mina asked.

      “Not quite. You see, the ships involved on Tarmouth’s behalf belong to a Vitrian noble.” He blinked. “You don’t know what Vitria is, do you?”

      “Is it important?”

      “Yes, but also no. Vitria is one of the largest trading ports on eastern Gauron, and until relatively recently, was an independent city-state. Much of their wealth comes from their relationship with the Eastern Winds Trading Company.”

      Mina’s eyes widened. “You’re joking? They’re the only company that can trade between Pharos and Gauron, and Imira even sits on their board. But… what does this noble have to do with it?”

      “The Eastern Winds rely heavily on contracted merchant fleets. They extract payments in exchange for facilitating trade with Pharos, but have little capital at stake. If a ship is seized, the Eastern Winds lose nothing. It’s a grand scheme. In this case, the noble in question works with them. Vitria’s wealthy are heavily reliant on the company after being conquered.” Leth shrugged. “But that doesn’t concern us.”

      “No. Imira does. She’s an Archon and could easily lean on the Eastern Winds to send a few warships to shake up Marin.” Mina bit her lip. “But why? I don’t understand what she gains from all of this. Or what anyone does, other than Marin trying to sleep her way to the top.”

      The maids returned with food, interrupting their discussion. This gave Mina time to ruminate on her thoughts.

      To no avail. She felt that she was getting involved in something so far above her that she may as well be trying to catch the sun with a net.

      “This is a horribly tangled web, isn’t it?” she asked Leth.

      “Indeed, and it plays the most discordant symphony as people struggle their way through it.” The Haunt laughed. “I believe you are overcomplicating matters, however. This is a fairly simple scheme. You are merely observing it from the wrong angle. If I may provide a hint?”

      Mina nodded.

      While it grated on her to constantly accept support from Rys and Leth on matters she should know, she forced herself to be humble. Both men had more experience than even the most capable of the Garrote Clan’s spymasters. Even Liorne was younger than Rys, despite possessing seven tails.

      “Remember that your kind have been in the archipelago long before Lord Talarys returned,” Leth said.

      Mina blinked, then frowned. “You mean that we’re not really involved in this?” Biting her lip, she thought more. “Then who would be the target of this? I can’t imagine Marin really needed a message like that. Imira could slap her down through Sarae with ease.”

      The problem churned away, but she didn’t see an obvious conclusion.

      “Is the answer vital?” she asked.

      “Yes, but I also feel it’s part of your test,” Leth said. “So far, all of Lord Talarys’s actions suggest that he is aware that he is merely caught in a storm, rather than the target of it. He’s actively refused to engage with any of the foxes’ antics and is turning their schemes to his advantage where they directly approach him. Such as your sister’s growing subservience to him.”

      “He does have a way of winning people over,” Mina said.

      She rose, leaving her plate half-full. Leth raised his cup but remained seated.

      “I need to go see what Fara and Sarae have been up to in the village. Maybe I’ll realize what Imira’s really up to while talking with Marin,” she said.

      Leth said nothing, so Mina supposed she wasn’t starting some sort of diplomatic incident by getting involved without knowing the answer.

      Her jaunt north was short. The foxes’ village was only a few miles north of the palace, nestled high enough that a little snow remained on the ground. The white tails of her clan wouldn’t be at threat given how chilly the place was.

      Several dozen buildings lay scattered across the mountainside, with tracks between them. A pair of foxes sat in watchtowers, and one waved at her as she approached. She returned the gesture.

      Everything was surprisingly quiet given the village remained inactive. Mina supposed many of the agents staying here had taken the opportunity to relax elsewhere in the kingdom, given they had an unexpectedly long vacation.

      Mina noticed most activity centered on a stout hall with tall, curved gates out the front and a large shrine next to it. The village hall tripled as the shrine and command center. Months ago, she had argued in a similar building farther to the north in order to convince the foxes to relocate south.

      Rather than poke the hornet’s nest right away, she instead found her family home. Or her new family home. The old one had been dismantled long ago, as the village relocated every decade or so for security reasons.

      She shook her tails to cast a sensory array. Only one fox inside. Cautiously, Mina pushed open the door.

      Inside stood a very familiar fox with four tails. She looked a little like Mina, which kind of bothered her.

      After all, this was her mother, Ariko. Although both foxes had four tails, her mother was the same age as Fara. That century of difference barely showed. Ariko almost looked younger than Mina, and the two shared similarly curvaceous bodies. Sarae had frequently shot Mina envious glares over the massive tits she inherited from their mother.

      “Is that you, Sarae? You said you’d be home later and…” Ariko began to say, turning away from the stove she was tending.

      She blinked at Mina, then her face broke out in a broad smile. Before Mina even had the chance to react, her mother’s arms and breasts suffocated her.

      “Hi Mom,” Mina mumbled against her mother’s chest. “Air please?”

      Ariko loosened her grip somewhat. “You should have told me you’d be over. I’ll need to put on some extra meat, as I think Fara will be here all day again. They’re arguing over all sorts of silly things.”

      Mina nearly refused her mother’s offer of food, but then thought better of it. Rys wouldn’t mind if she was a little late, right? It was still early morning.

      After allowing Ariko to lead her to the low table in the center of the sparsely furnished room, Mina kneeled down. A pot of green tea appeared in front of her momentarily. Then her mother returned to the stove as she began to fuss over food.

      “What’s been troubling them?” Mina asked.

      “Everything. Sarae doesn’t really talk about your king. Fara complains about him, and Marin, and you, and…” Ariko tilted her head. “Well, she complains about everything. That’s very Fara. But she sounds much happier now. I always told her that she needed to get railed more often, and I was right.”

      Mina nearly spat out her tea. “Mom!”

      “Oh, please. Don’t pretend you’re innocent.” Ariko giggled. “You and Sarae were very dirty girls.”

      “You mean Sarae was a dirty girl. I still refuse to believe she’s a virgin,” Mina retorted. “She made out with half the village.”

      “Two boys aren’t half the village, dear,” Ariko tutted.

      “It felt like more.” Mina frowned. “But what are they arguing about? I don’t need to hear your opinions on Fara’s sex life.”

      Her mother’s tails swished back and forth and she ignored Mina. Enough time passed that Mina became concerned Ariko had forgotten about her. Sometimes that happened. Calling her mother ditzy was like calling Rys ambitious. It was technically correct, but failed to capture the true magnitude of their personalities.

      “You don’t call her Auntie Fara anymore,” Ariko said abruptly.

      “She doesn’t want me to.”

      “But you still say Auntie Nia.”

      “Well, that’s different.” Mina shifted uncomfortably. “I dunno. I feel close to Fara. She’s… a lot more grounded than I thought she’d be. You and Auntie Nia always talked her up, so I felt she’d be some sort of super-fox.”

      “She is a super-fox,” her mother said.

      She raised a wooden ladle to her mouth and sipped some miso soup, then nodded. After turning down the stove’s fire, Ariko joined Mina at the table. Her arms pulled Mina into her lap and her tails pressed against Mina’s.

      “Mom,” she whined.

      “Hush. You haven’t cuddled with me since returning. I’ve missed this. Let me enjoy my baby girl for a minute,” Ariko said, resting her head against the crook of Mina’s neck.

      With a sigh, Mina gave in. The choice wasn’t hard. She missed this as badly as Ariko. Somehow, it felt like she was giving in to accept, however.

      Wasn’t she an adult fox? Someone who needed to stand on her two feet and rely on her own tails in order to achieve Rys’s goals? Relying on Auntie Nia had burned her last year. Burying herself in her mother’s tails seemed even worse, as if she was fleeing responsibility.

      Despite that, Mina allowed the minutes to pass in near silence. The food crackled on the stovetop and noises filtered in from outside.

      “Sometimes you forget what you are, dear,” Ariko mumbled. “I’m glad you take after me, because as you grow up, I can’t help but wonder how bad things could have been for you if you’d had Fara’s black tails. Even after everything, things still went wrong.”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Mina said. “Everything has worked out.”

      “You deserved better. If I’d stayed on Pharos—”

      “Mom, enough,” Mina snapped. “Fara’s told me everything that happened to you. What the clan did to me has nothing to do with your decision. You left so you could raise us your way. I’m only who I am because of you.” She gripped her mother’s hands.

      The two remained close, saying little else.

      Then the door opened and Sarae stepped in. She froze upon seeing them.

      “Oh. Should I come back later?” Sarae asked. “Fara will be here in a few minutes, but I can head her off.”

      “It’s fine,” Mina said, face hot as she rushed out of Ariko’s embrace.

      Sarae scratched the back of her neck, while lowering her tails and ears. Ariko frowned at the gesture.

      “No, I mean it. I can—” Sarae tried to say.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Mina spat. “When I say things are fine, I mean it. Sarae, sit the fuck down. Mom, get some more tea. We have work to talk about once Fara gets here and I don’t need things to be awkward.”

      “Sounds like things are already awkward,” Fara said, poking her head over Sarae’s shoulder. “What happened here to make you the head of the household, Mina?”

      Ariko giggled and rushed to make some more tea, while Sarae sat down with her tails and ears still lowered. Fara’s eyebrow raised in surprise at Sarae’s submissive gesture, before taking her own seat.

      “Rys sent you?” Fara asked.

      “No. But he was going to,” Mina said. “What’s happened?”

      “Annoying politics combined with a frustrating slut who wants us out of the way,” Fara said. She accepted tea from Ariko with a muttered thanks. “This visit has basically nothing to do with Rys. Liorne is handling some sort of political issue in the Garrote Clan. He refuses to talk about it directly, but he doesn’t want us hanging out here.”

      “On Kavolara?” Mina asked.

      “No. The archipelago,” Sarae said. “It’s a non-starter. He doesn’t have the authority to rescind the Archon’s directive to maintain a base of operations here.”

      “But it means he’s not working with Imira, and he’s working against Rys.” Mina frowned, processing the new information.

      Slowly, it began to merge with what Leth had told her. But the final pieces had yet to settle into place.

      “What about Marin?” Mina asked.

      “She, uh, threw a tantrum once she learned what Liorne was up to,” Sarae said.

      “If the foxes leave, then she loses her shot at an ambassadorial position.” Fara grinned. “Liorne basically stabbed her in the back. So she’s stuck between her Chief Enforcer, who is actively sabotaging her plans, and Rys, who doesn’t give a damn about her.”

      Mina didn’t correct Fara’s mistaken impression. Rys cared a lot, but more in the sense of gaining a new pawn.

      “So why have you been here for so long if it’s such a mess?” Mina asked.

      “Because even if Liorne doesn’t get his way, he can sabotage Rys by speaking against him. If the clan’s Chief Enforcer says that we shouldn’t allow a village inside the kingdom, then the Alliance isn’t going to overrule him. I can’t make him budge, but if he leaves then he’ll fuck up everything,” Fara explained.

      “It’s a mess. Liorne knows he’s acting against the Archon’s will, but he’s not breaking any laws by simply requesting things. My hands are tied,” Sarae added, and her ears somehow drooped farther.

      “Oh, stop that,” Mina snapped. “Our job isn’t to solve everything. It’s… Well, my job is to give Rys enough information so he can refuse Marin’s help and make her beg. If he knows about Liorne, then he can push back against him.”

      “Should we dump everything on Rys?” Fara asked, her tails shooting up. “This is an Alliance matter. It feels like something we should be able to handle.”

      Scowling, Mina tried to think of a retort.

      Instead, her mind finally connected the dots.

      Leth had said that Imira’s message wasn’t for Rys, and it didn’t seem to be for Marin either.

      But there were other foxes present here. The Gold Clan, and recently, Liorne.

      Imira knew exactly what was taking place here. Her interventions with Sarae and the Tarmouth warships had been clear messages to the other foxes that her influence extended to the archipelago. If anyone crossed her, then worse would surely come.

      Liorne wasn’t merely bluffing, he was actively playing with fire. What he had been banking on was that nobody else realized that Imira was breathing down his neck the entire time.

      “Actually, I think we can handle this,” Mina said, grinning. “Why don’t you invite Marin and Liorne to the palace tonight? I’ll return and brief Rys. It should be a great show.”
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      “I’m not sitting on Rys’s lap when Liorne walks in,” Fara protested.

      “Oh, come on,” Mina whined. “It’ll be super hot. The dark king with a fox on each leg, his arms wrapped around us while we press our lips against his neck. Then his fingers can slide inside us and—”

      “Congratulations, Mina. You convinced me that this is a terrible idea.” Fara flounced over to the neighboring chair.

      Mina remained firmly in Rys’s lap, her tails curled around him and her hands pressed against his chest. Sarae sat to his right, licking her lips as she watched her sister’s movements closely. Envy burned brightly in her eyes.

      The four of them sat in the same receiving room that Rys had met Marin in almost a week ago. No refreshments had been presented, as the meeting would likely be short.

      A knock on the door prevented the foxes from playing around further, and a maid poked her head in. “Your Majesty, your guests are ready to present themselves to you.”

      “Ooh, present themselves. Is Marin ready to unwrap herself?” Mina giggled.

      “It’s a turn of phrase, Mina,” Rys said, then addressed the servant. “Send them in.”

      Liorne and Marin entered. The Chief Enforcer looked the same as he had the other day, and his face was the picture of calm. Marin had slipped into a new dress, but it was just as tight and revealing as the last one. Her sides were exposed, including part of her breasts. Rys suspected that if he flipped up her dress, he’d find nothing underneath it.

      “Your Majesty,” both intoned.

      Liorne gave a half-bow, whereas Marin bowed deeply at the waist. Her eyes betrayed her nervousness, even as she sashayed into a seat as close to Rys as possible. Her tails couldn’t reach him due to Sarae.

      “Let’s cut to the chase,” Rys said. “Liorne, I’m told you want to remove all of the foxes from the archipelago. This seems like a substantial leap given the problem was a single traitor.”

      “Ah, so that’s what this is about.” The seven-tailed fox shook his head. “I’m afraid this isn’t a negotiation. My assessment is grave. The clan’s presence here endangers itself, and the results speak for themselves. A handler turned traitor, two promising agents on the verge of leaving the clan, an entire village in convalescence, and now political meddling from the local lord.”

      “Political meddling?” Fara hissed.

      Rys raised his hand, and she fell quiet, her tails lowering. Liorne’s easygoing expression wavered, but then returned to normal.

      The elder fox continued, “The only solution I see is the complete withdrawal of all Garrote clan members from the island. Whether you agree or not, the Alliance’s decision will be final.” His gaze lingered on Fara.

      She scoffed. “You don’t believe that I’m going to leave, do you?”

      “You are still part of the clan. I would hope as much,” Liorne said, finally changing his expression in order to frown.

      “Liorne, I’m going to tell you this because Nia spoke well of you, even if you haven’t proven that to me,” Fara said flatly. “There is zero reason for me to ever return to Pharos or the Garrote Clan. The clan treated me awfully my entire life. No matter how hard I trained, there was no recognition. My duties consisted of being sent as far away as possible. When I left, the clan happily ignored me until it became convenient to call me back. I’m done fulfilling the desires of others. What I want is to stay here, and I damn well am.”

      Marin’s jaw dropped. Even Sarae looked shocked at Fara’s outright rejection of her Chief Enforcer.

      For his part, Liorne winced and appeared genuinely hurt. “I understand. Truly, I do. I’m older than you and grew up before black tails were well understood. The reason I spent so many decades serving in the Imperial Court was because of how painful it was to be ‘home’ but feel the sting of being excluded. Things are changing now.”

      “Are they? Because everything seems even worse than when I left fifty years ago,” Fara said.

      “Maybe. That’s the reason I want foxes who aren’t patsies of the Gold Clan to return,” Liorne said. “I’m the one who called you back, Fara. I’m good friends with Abal, who you worked with as an enforcer in Hellgate. He spoke well of you. I’m sorry that my request came across so badly.”

      Fara frowned. “That doesn’t change anything else that happened, Liorne. Mina’s life was nearly ruined. And do you really expect me to devote my life to fixing a clan that hated me?”

      No answer. Sarae looked at Mina, but she focused on Rys, stroking his chest and staring at nothing.

      “Well, I don’t think we can make any progress like this. It’s unfortunate, but—” Liorne said, then prepared to stand.

      “Sit down,” Rys said, his voice deep and forceful.

      The women in the room shuddered, and their tails immediately lowered. Even Marin’s. Liorne glared at Rys.

      “I can crush you,” Liorne said. “I’ve been to Gauron. Seen and fought everything from the Fae to demons. Your power doesn’t impress me the way it impresses the yokels around here.”

      Rys stared back with a bland expression. “You said this isn’t a negotiation, That’s wrong. Because you don’t have the leverage you think you have. Did you think I wouldn’t notice that this is all a bluff? This mess started because the Gold Clan broke Pharosian law, and Archon Imira is involved. Why should I believe you can override her?”

      Liorne sat back down, his expression stony. “If the Alliance rules that the village cannot exist in your boundaries, then it will need to relocate. Imira cannot overrule us.”

      “And where will it go? What port will supply your smuggling operations? Without easy access to Tarmouth, how will you fulfill the Archon’s desire to have a functioning base of operations?” Rys asked rapid fire. “I may not know Pharosian politics, but I’ve bathed in far worse schemes and bureaucracy. The moment you try to thwart her schemes, she’ll crush you. You aren’t going to piss off a havoc fox that your entire race is shit scared of.”

      He leaned forward, then said, “So, let’s make a deal.”

      Staring back, Liorne remained silent for far too long.

      Eventually, he sighed and ran a hand through his black hair. “I had wondered what Imira saw in you. You reminded me a lot of Ren at first glance. Attractive, prideful, and surrounded by women. But both he and the old Alliance Chief infuriate Imira. You’re different. If you were a fox, you’d have white tails and I imagine you’d be terrifying.”

      “You don’t need to use your imagination for me to be terrifying,” Rys said. “But I take it this means you’re giving up on the bluff?”

      “It wasn’t a bluff. Imira finds you amusing. As you implied, she’s leaning over this whole mess. It’s her job and you’re the most interesting thing to pop up for years. However, I disagreed with her assessment. I’m still not entirely sure. But the Gold Clan dislikes you, and Imira likes you. That makes you a good enough ally,” Liorne said. “I’ll let the village stay on one condition.”

      Rys gestured for him to continue.

      “There will be more foxes arriving. The Gold Clan is expanding its operations here, albeit in unconventional ways. I want to have resources here to keep them in check if necessary. You can make whatever deals you like with Imira, but mine is to allow any foxes to live here unimpeded,” Liorne said.

      “Done, so long as they don’t act against me. They’re mine if they do,” Rys said.

      The elder fox nodded, expression hard.

      “There is another request, however,” Rys added.

      “I can guess. You want them to help you?” Liorne laughed. “I’m not risking execution by breaking Pharosian law myself. If you want to confront Imira over the request, be my guest. I look forward to seeing her wear your skin in the future.”

      What the hell did that mean?

      Liorne rose, and this time Rys didn’t stop him. “Well then. If that’s our business concluded, then it’s time to return. I think all clan matters can be considered settled. As a favor, I’ll bury everything about Fara and Mina.”

      Before the fox left, Rys called out one last time, “Did you want to collect Aochi’s tails and head?”

      “Have them delivered to the village within three days. That’s when I expect to depart.”

      With those words, Liorne left. Rys didn’t expect to see him for some time.

      That left one visitor, who seemed to shrink in on herself. Mina leaped out of Rys’s lap and sat beside Marin.

      “Oh, Marin, it’s time to beg,” Mina muttered.

      “No,” Marin mumbled. “I won’t.”

      “Then I guess it’s time to go back.” Mina giggled, but her arms wrapped around Marin anyway. “Why did you get sent out here to begin with? You were such an important fox, rising up the ranks of the command branch, and even becoming involved in important clan affairs. Yet here you are, at Rys’s mercy.”

      “Don’t pretend you understand me.” Marin pushed back at Mina.

      The younger fox’s expression turned angry for a moment, but she schooled her expression. Then she turned to Rys.

      “Should I lay her out on the table? I bet she’ll beg when you slap your fat cock against her,” Mina said.

      Sarae spluttered, “Mina! We’re still here.”

      “You can leave if you want. But I think it’s time for our new ambassador to learn her place.” Mina giggled.

      Rys leaned back as the foxes fought. Marin pushed Mina away half-heartedly, while the younger fox’s words grew fiercer with each sentence. Fara watched impassively, but there was a spark of joy in her eyes.

      “Mina, enough,” he said. “Marin, what can you honestly do for me as ambassador? Liorne just solved all my problems. The rest lie with Imira. Make a case that doesn’t involve shaking your ass at me.”

      Pouting, Mina returned to Rys’s lap.

      The room calmed down while Marin held a hand below her chest. Her face seemed torn between terror and delight. She clearly didn’t want to waste this chance to win Rys over.

      “I’m still a fox from the command branch,” Marin said. “If the village is expanding then you’ll need a loyal subordinate to control it, won’t you? Let me serve you and the Alliance won’t even realize what I’m doing. You’ll have an ambassador and influence over the village. When you need our help, I’ll be right there. And maybe closer.” She paused and horror overtook her features.

      “I’ll overlook your last sentence and pretend you didn’t try to seduce me,” Rys said, and Marin shot him a thankful look.

      “What the hell is this?” Mina spat. “You were talking up how you wouldn’t beg, and now you’re saying you’ll serve Rys like a dog?”

      Marin ignored Mina and instead bowed to Rys while sitting. “I guarantee you won’t regret this, Your Majesty.”

      “Call me Rys. You’ll serve me, but I’m also a man of my word,” he said.

      Then he pulled out his cock, which was half-erect due to Mina’s ass rubbing against it. The younger fox gasped at the sight, and automatically stroked it. Sarae’s jaw dropped again, but she didn’t look away from the growing erection in front of her.

      “You want this, don’t you?” Rys said. “Don’t nod. Tell everyone.”

      “Yes. I’ll gladly serve you in any way you like,” Marin said, comfortably shifting back to her seductive persona.

      She stood and attempted to sashay over to him. But the moment she got within arm’s reach of Mina, the spymaster pulled Marin to the ground.

      “Oh, no. If you’re begging, then you’re doing it the real way,” Mina growled, oddly angry. “You’re going to feel this throbbing cock slide down your throat and I’m going to enjoy watching you gag on it.” She paused. “We’re going to.”

      “I didn’t need to be included in this,” Fara said, but she didn’t leave. There was a cold look in her eyes as she stared at Marin.

      “Am I actually allowed to stay?” Sarae asked quietly.

      “It’d be wrong to leave, Sis,” Mina said, pressing Marin’s face against Rys’s length.

      He slid his hand off his cock and around the back of Marin’s head. His fingers slipped through her white locks and he felt them bump into something else.

      Mina grinned at him as she interlocked her fingers with his and the two of them held hands on the back of Marin’s head. Sticking her tongue out, Marin tickled the base of Rys’s cock while his shaft distorted her face.

      “I’ve watched you do this to Maria, but never from so close,” Mina said, staring down at Marin. “It’s kind of different knowing that I’m going to be stuffing your dick down her throat.”

      While the two foxes glared at each other, Rys’s other hand was busy. He slipped inside Mina’s robe and into her panties. She gasped as he flicked her clit.

      “Oh, fuck,” Mina gasped, her legs spreading and her body reclining backward.

      He took the chance to push her underwear aside, showing her pussy off to the room. As she was in his lap, her pretty pink slit was right in Marin’s eyeline, and she stared right at it when Rys spread it wide.

      “Rys, you’re supposed to put your fingers in me, not show me off,” Mina whined.

      He did exactly that. When his digits slid inside her entrance, juices gushed out. She moaned and rubbed her face into his neck. Her ears tickled his chin while her tails rubbed against his back. The smell of her arousal flooded the room, although it was swiftly joined by other, similar scents.

      Wet noises filled the room and Rys looked over to see Sarae’s legs high in the air. Her fingers ran along and inside her pussy as she used both hands to get herself off. She stared right at him, her eyes glazed over and her moans shrill in his ears.

      Marin was busy in the same way as one of her hands pumped back and forth along her crotch. Her other fondled his balls as she gave his shaft long, noisy slurps.

      Mina’s grip had slackened and Rys realized he needed to remind her what was happening. His fingers popped out of her and then hung outside her lips for several tantalizing seconds. She lapped at her own juices on his hand with loud gasps, before noticing Marin beneath her.

      Then Mina’s eyes hardened. Right as Marin’s next stroke of her head reached its apex, Mina struck.

      With one hand on Marin’s head and another on Rys’s cock, Mina rammed the other fox’s head down his length. Gagging sounds exploded around his shaft as Marin tried to breathe, but Mina pushed harder. She even snapped her legs shut around Marin’s head, holding the older fox balls deep against Rys’s crotch.

      “There we go,” Mina whispered. “That’s what I wanted to see.”

      Marin attempted to take back control and move back and forth on her own rhythm. But Mina would have none of it. Her thighs closed around Marin’s face whenever she tried to move forward, and Mina would pull her away, only to snap back in with her calves on the back of Marin’s head an instant later.

      The result was one of the stranger scenes that Rys had scene.

      Stranger being the key word. He’d done some much weirder stuff over the centuries. This didn’t even crack the top fifty. But it was still pretty memorable.

      The feeling was great, too. Mina controlled the motion, but Marin had the skill. She sucked, and slurped, and blew, and licked all over. Her tongue lapped at the edges of his glans when she pulled back, and her throat pulsed around his entire length when she crushed her face against his crotch.

      Rys felt his climax approaching. He could easily hold it off, but the intensity of the glares Mina and Marin were throwing at each other only increased with each second.

      “Fuck, fuck,” Sarae moaned, her fingers moving even faster. “Rys.”

      “You’re not even the one participating,” Mina said with a laugh as she pulled Marin in.

      Just like that, Rys let himself go. Marin’s throat closed around him and he let his seed pour into her stomach. Her eyes widened as he ruffled her fox ears. The rumbling of her moans around his shaft made it easier to let it all out.

      “Oh, shit, Rys are you giving it to her?” Mina asked. “Aw, I wanted to feel her throat while you pumped it in.”

      She relaxed her legs and Marin shot back with a pop. His cock slid out and a shot of white coated the older fox. She didn’t even blink as it hit her face.

      “Can I do that again without the legs trying to crush my skull?” Marin immediately asked. “Because while you seemed to enjoy that, Your Majesty, I can do it ten times better without her interfering.”

      “Like hell you can,” Mina growled.

      Sarae groaned from nearby and let out a satisfied smile, while Fara merely continued watching with a cold look on her face. Rys exchanged glances with her, and she shrugged.

      Somehow, he knew that this problem between Mina and Marin would become something bigger. But right now, he planned to enjoy it. Rys pulled Marin closer while his fingers slid back into Mina.

      “Well, let’s see how you do, Marin,” he said.

      Her fox ears twitched in anticipation as she wrapped her mouth around him. This competition would keep him entertained for quite a while, even if he had wrapped up everything else with the foxes.
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      Liorne left the archipelago as planned. Mina seemed upset at the loss of her toy, but the look of terrified delight on her face as she ripped Aochi apart was something Rys wouldn’t soon forget. Nor would he forget washing the blood off her in the hot spring afterward, while Mina shivered with too-wide eyes.

      Marin kept her distance. Until word came officially from Pharos, she technically had no authority. But she had used her message canisters and spoken with Liorne in an effort to follow through on Rys’s wishes.

      If she failed to achieve the necessary positions, he doubted she’d remain. Mina kept a close eye on Marin. Her anger hadn’t cooled, although Rys wasn’t entirely sure what had prompted it. The simple idea of recruiting Marin had pissed Mina off immensely. She acted normally around Rys and didn’t question him, but he knew she disagreed with him.

      The months passed uneventfully. Spring turned to summer, and the crops of the kingdom flourished. Avolar’s port expansion was finished, enabling smoother trade between the two duchies. Grigor continued to keep the peace up north.

      Alsia had retreated to the palace, but her belly grew with each day and she often spent entire days cooped up in her bed. Much of her duties were handled by Maria and Vallis with the help of the Kinadain palace staff. Public matters were dealt with by Elder Jaime, who remained the most loyal to Alsia.

      Somehow, open rebellion failed to occur. The Malus League simmered to the south, still licking their wounds from the battle earlier in the year. Both sides kept their armies on alert, but nobody sent troops into the swamp between Gravuskeep and Fort Foret.

      Word arrived from Pharos during this period, and Marin officially took over the foxes. She wasn’t officially an ambassador, but the position was close enough given she was the liaison with the foxes present here and spoke on behalf of the Alliance. Nothing was heard from Imira.

      During August, Alsia finally gave birth. Multiple Lilim hovered around her while she was in bed afterward, as they had ensured everything went smoothly.

      Alsia cradled her daughter. Her face beamed with a brightness that matched the intensity of the sun. One of her fingers ran around the stubby little horns poking out of the baby’s head.

      When Rys approached after the hard work was done, Alsia held their child up to him. He took her, and felt strange doing so.

      Describing the feeling was difficult. There were countless things off about the situation, and the way Fara, Vallis, and Tyrisa eyed Rys made it clear they wanted to see his reaction. Everyone else was busy, but he imagined they’d swarm the palace once news spread.

      The first thing that was off was his daughter’s appearance. She wasn’t human. But Rys had never seen an otherkin, so he hadn’t known precisely what to expect.

      Two stubby horns poked out of the sides of her head, through the thin strands of her black hair, and each bore the intricate carvings of Alsia’s horns. A stub of a scaly tail prodded Rys’s arms as he held her snugly. More concerningly, hard black nubs ran along her arms, jawline, lower ribs, and shoulder blades. They were so black that they seemed to absorb all light and had no reflection.

      The second thing was the eerie calm of the child. She didn’t cry. Instead, she stared up at Rys with her mother’s golden eyes. The moment he had walked into the room, his daughter had stared at him and never stopped.

      The third, but not the last, thing that worried him was that Tyrisa had explained that her soul appeared as strange to her soulsight as Rys’s own soul did. His soul was the product of angelic meddling. The fact that had somehow been passed onto his child disturbed him, but was something he couldn’t alter.

      But the greatest worry was one that only Rys felt. A subtle magical connection sat in the back of his mind, connecting him permanently to the little bundle in his arms. Through it, Rys felt a level of magical power that far eclipsed anything he had felt since awakening.

      Within hours of being born, Rys’s daughter was passively channeling more magical energy through her body than most humans would ever use in a single spell. If an assassin attempted to slay her, their weapon would likely shatter on her skin.

      But the source of that magic wasn’t Rys. No, it was an astral tether that Rys found eerily familiar.

      It was, after all, the same type of tether that angels used to channel power into Harrium.

      “She’s absolutely amazing, isn’t she?” Alsia asked Rys, beaming at him.

      None of those issues worried Alsia. Not that she knew about all of them. But even if she did, Rys could see from Alsia’s eyes that it wouldn’t matter.

      “Yes, she is,” Rys said. He held a finger above his daughter’s face.

      After nearly ten seconds of staring at it, she grasped it in her tiny hand. Rys half-expected her to try to crush his bones, but her grip felt like that of a newborn baby.

      Clearly she needed some training before all that magic in her body would be useful.

      “Did you think of a name?” Alsia asked. “I wanted you to name her.”

      Ironically, angel names were what came to mind.

      For some reason, Rys felt that naming his first child after an archangel might be tempting fate. Part of him wanted to call her such as a way to thumb his nose at them, but a voice in the back of his head told him not to do that.

      “How about Luara? You said that was your mother’s name,” he said, deciding on something simpler than calling his daughter Samael.

      At that moment, a force pulled against his finger. Rys looked down to see Luara’s face screwed up in concentration as she tried to physically pull his hand closer to her. The moment she realized he was watching, her eyes locked back onto him and she stopped pulling.

      “She’s healthy,” Alsia said.

      “If she knew how to use all that magic in her body, she could probably bench press her father,” Fara said drily. “Is this your new plan, Rys? Take over the world with an army of inconceivably powerful progeny?”

      “Do you plan to help?” he responded.

      Fara’s face reddened slightly and she looked away. But her tails swirled behind her nervously, the tips dancing.

      “Don’t race so far ahead of me I can’t catch up,” Vallis whined.

      “Oh, hush. You chose to wait.” Fara hit Vallis with her tails, causing the viceroy to splutter and bat them away.

      The next month or so did nothing to clear up the mystery of Luara’s power. She began to act somewhat more normally, however. Or at least, she became extremely demanding and loud. Rys imagined babies were supposed to be that way. Given he spent much of his time in a single room, the nursemaids sometimes took care of her in his office.

      That “sometimes” swiftly became nearly all the time once the nursemaids realized Luara acted far calmer around her father. Rys found it deeply amusing to see a mixture of Lilim, demihumans, and humans tending to his child. Not to mention the three foxes in the palace who doted on her.

      With the aid of healing magic and plenty of exercise, Alsia was ready to join them for the Labyrinth dive in short order. She chafed at any suggestion that she remain behind.

      “Grigor, is everything in order?” Rys asked his old friend.

      The demon prince appeared to be in a staring contest with Luara. After several seconds, he raised his head and grunted out a response, “Yes. I’ve summoned our elite warriors and all the infernals we can spare. Most of the lesser demons will remain behind, as I’m unconvinced they will be of value in a scenario as dangerous as another Ruathym.”

      “Agreed. But we are ready?”

      “We are. Your force stands ready to break another seal at your order.”

      “Then let’s give it,” Rys said, walking over to join Grigor. “I’ve held off on this for too long. The sooner I regain my power, the sooner I use it to hold off threats like Darus.”

      And the more he might learn about the mysteries that tied him here. Rys tended to ignore how he had been sealed away here, but Luara’s mysterious nature forced him to confront it. Something was deeply awry in Harrium and with Rys.
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      Rys had lost count of the number of times his elite forces had massed in the entrance hall to the Labyrinth. The hall normally looked empty, given its expansive size. Below the palace were three sub-levels that housed the infernals and other important chambers, and far beneath those was this hall.

      Blazing torches lined the walls, illuminating the battlegroup within. A seemingly endless staircase rose from one end, and a glowing gate large enough to accept even the largest demon lord stood opposite it.

      Despite Rys’s poor memory, he knew that none of his past ventures into the Labyrinth had involved a force this large. The dynamic and space-bending nature of the Labyrinth meant that it increased in size to accommodate larger diving groups, but Rys knew there was a point of diminishing returns. Taking a literal army into an underground network of tunnels and trapped chambers would backfire.

      Even so, he had over 50 people in his diving group today. Arguably, he could double the number due to the inclusion of a certain demon prince.

      “I think I need to make the chamber bigger. What do you think, Fred? A bit cramped?” Rys asked the bulky demon towering over everyone else in the room.

      Fat Fred leaned on his halberd, which was engraved with dwarven runes so old that the dwarven race had forgotten how to craft many of them. The demon prince stood 20 feet tall, and his gargantuan mass was great enough that he threw off Harrium’s orbit.

      “It seems large enough for now. I wouldn’t mind a larger elevator to the main sub-levels, however. Faster, too,” Fred said after some thought.

      “You’d drain the castle’s power reserves dry if I made it go any faster. It’s for cargo, not passengers, barring your oversized ass,” Rys said.

      “And yet, I use it. Maybe if there were fewer stairs?”

      Rys had been considering an expansion of the sub-levels, but Fred likely had something else in mind.

      “Some exercise wouldn’t hurt you,” he said.

      “No, but it might hurt others should I trip.”

      Everyone else kept their distance from the bickering men. Some because they had no interest in the conversation.

      But most felt terrified. Fred was an ancient and powerful demon prince in Hell, as well as a member of the Bausfrahr race. Grigor was the only infernal with the status and power to match him. Even Hyrie steered clear of Fred, although that might be for other reasons.

      Near the stairs, Rys noticed a gathering of several women who weren’t joining them today. He left Fred to his own devices and joined the new group.

      “She shouldn’t be much of a handful until tonight,” Alsia told Vallis. “I’ve already expressed some milk you can use if she wants some.”

      “I’m not putting my fingers anywhere near that little tyrant,” Vallis said flatly. “She screams loud enough that she penetrates Rys’s aura wards. What would her bites do?”

      “She doesn’t bite,” Mina said. “And she’s not as strong as she wants to be, either. For a month-old baby, she’s very moody.”

      “Wants to be,” Sarae muttered. “Is she going to start breaking arms to get her way when she’s older?”

      The other women looked at her and frowned.

      “I dunno,” Mina chirped, then looked at Rys as he approached. “What do you think, Rys? Did you break arms when you were a child?”

      “I was a perfectly normal malnourished human orphan. The first arms I broke were my own, I’m pretty sure,” he said drily. “Also, I’ve never heard her cry that loud. When has that happened?”

      The women glared at him as a collective, as though he had committed some grave sin he should already know about. Innocent as he was, Rys refused to raise his hands in surrender. Instead he raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “She’s so well behaved around you that I wonder if tyrants can recognize tyrants,” Vallis said. “Even at 2 weeks old.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      Mina snorted. “Rys, she screams like that almost every day. She’s a baby. Crying is normal. It’s just that she doesn’t make a fuss when she’s around you. Her body is infused with more magic than most of the infernals, so I think the real surprise is that your wards can be penetrated with brute force.”

      They couldn’t be, but Rys didn’t say that aloud. If Luara had breached his wards so effortlessly, he suspected this was a case of astral power being used subconsciously. Unfortunately, Rys lacked many infernals who specialized in sorcery so it’s possible this had slipped past them.

      Or they had just chalked it up to a natural thing for Rys’s offspring.

      “Are the three of you down here to receive babysitting advice?” he asked. “Or is there something else?”

      Mina and Sarae looked at each other. Their tails fanned out behind them and they stood next to each other, expressions resolute. Standing like this, they looked like the near-identical twins they were. The differences in clothing and chest size were all that separated them.

      Rys cut them off before they said anything. “We’ve already spoken about this. You’re not joining us in the Labyrinth.”

      “We’re both adult foxes,” Mina protested. “Our combat training—”

      “Is far from enough,” Fara added, stalking over to the party. “I suspected this was what you two were up to. I bet you would have slunk along if we didn’t confront you. The infernals never question you, Mina, and Grigor treats you like an equal.”

      Mina’s ears flattened at the backhanded praise. Her sister shot her a glare, and both took back up their strident poses.

      “You went in there with Rys with four tails,” Sarae said. “I’ve been training for this, when I haven’t been acting as an agent. I trained as an enforcer, and Mina’s covered the same ground as an adjutant.”

      “Trained,” Fara drawled. “You dropped out of the enforcer branch and became a spy, Sarae. And both of you lack the decades of actual combat experience that I have. Even then, I was still in over my head at times. The last major dive we undertook…” She shook her head. “You’re a tail too early.”

      “And why do you get to decide that?” Sarae asked with a pout.

      “Because I trust her to handle personnel decisions when it comes to foxes,” Rys said, intervening. “Fara’s role isn’t set in stone, but what she says is final. Grigor sure as hell isn’t going to contradict her.”

      “So I’m the bad guy?” Fara’s lips quirked upward.

      The foxes rounded on him. Their expressions made it clear they wanted him to make a personal decision.

      Although Fara’s reasoning seemed more flirty than serious. The younger foxes were insistent on appealing to the highest power.

      “It’s the role of the king to delegate decisions,” Rys said. “Force some of the heat onto my trusted subordinates.”

      “How nice.”

      “Rys,” Mina whined.

      “The answer is no,” he said, turning to his spymaster. “I won’t speculate as to why you want to join us. Remember that you’re my spymaster, not a warrior. Your role isn’t to crack heads open yourself, but to inform us which heads we should crack open. You’ll notice that I’m taking as few of your intelligence agents as possible.”

      Mina winced, then bowed with her tails lowered. Sarae scowled again.

      “And you, Sarae,” Rys continued. “You’re an agent of the Imperial Court. While I don’t object to you joining regular Labyrinth dives, there will be secrets uncovered on this one that I don’t yet trust you with. Family or not, you still need to prove yourself. Mina has done that. Neither of you have proven that you have the combat ability to fight the monsters below us.”

      Let alone the potential monsters from Rys’s past.

      Sarae’s tails remained spread out behind her and she bared her teeth at him. “You’re saying you don’t trust me, because I’m not loyal to you.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      She blinked.

      “You’re an agent of an Archon, Sarae.” He did his best to hide his exasperation. Sarae seemed bright, but her lack of experience meant she often failed to make logical leaps that he knew she could. “If Imira, Liorne, or a senior member of the Imperial Court asked you about me, would you really keep my secrets? What if they told you that I was their enemy?”

      Halfway to a furious denial, the fox froze. She bit her lip and sighed. Finally, her tails drifted back toward her body and her muscles lost their tension. While she failed to show subservience to Rys, unlike her sister and aunt, she had given up the fight.

      “I suppose,” she mumbled. “Can’t say I know what to do.”

      Before Rys could follow up on his earlier pressure with a few honeyed words, Mina wrapped her arms around her sister.

      “Oh, then maybe we can have a chat about that? If you’re so keen to make yourself useful, I have lots of things you can do.” Mina’s eyes glimmered, even as she shot a look at Rys.

      It was a complicated look. On the one hand, it told him to back off. Rys felt deeply amused that his adorable spymaster was becoming territorial, even toward him.

      On the other hand, the look held an undercurrent of desire and lust. Mina had yet to give up on her plan to deliver Sarae to Rys on a silver platter.

      Or perhaps that should be a linen platter. Rys preferred beds made of softer materials, even if there was a certain luster to precious metals.

      The two foxes left, along with Vallis. Alsia pressed her hands together tight enough that her knuckles whitened, and her gaze was one of uncertainty.

      Rys placed an arm around her shoulder and she leaned against him. Behind him, Fara noticed the affection between them but kept her distance.

      “You can stay, if you’d prefer,” he said.

      “No,” Alsia said. “This may be the first time I’m separated from Luara, but as duchess, there will be more times. And they will be far longer. I said I was ready, and I am resolute.” She gripped Rys’s hand, then turned to him. “Let us go.”

      As they strode over to the Labyrinth gate, Fara fell into step beside Rys. Her tails tickled his arm.

      Grigor stood beside the barred, rune-encrusted gateway to the depths. If his human form had been impressive, his demonic form made it look humble by comparison. The prince stood over thirteen feet tall, with charcoal black skin hidden beneath ashen fur and layered armor of bones. If pressed, Rys might name a few of the creatures the armor had been crafted from. The stone mask on Grigor’s head was clearly that of a dragon, at least.

      Orthrus hovered beside the prince, and the two appeared to be conversing. They paused when Rys approached.

      Grigor’s four glowing eyes blazed as he stared down at Rys. “We are assembled, General. Given the situation in Avolar and the tensions with the Malus League, I had to leave behind many of my best demons, and I only borrowed one of Mina’s agents.”

      “Aren’t they your infernals?” Fara asked, crossing her arms and furrowing her brow.

      “Yes, when it comes to military matters,” Grigor said. “But we are beginning to form roots. If I do not allow Mina to spread her wings and control her own branch, then the result will be unbalanced. A time will come when she must control her agents herself.”

      “Fair,” she admitted, but scratched her cheek. “It just bothers me that you treat her like an equal. As fast as she’s being forced to grow up, she’s still my niece.”

      “I shall leave it to you and your sisters to mother her,” Grigor said.

      “Thanks,” Fara said drily.

      As always, Grigor’s bluntness had a way of penetrating social niceties.

      Then again, Grigor’s view of ‘parentage’ would be different to most. The closest he’d had to a mother figure had been Asa, and Rys wouldn’t call her a mother anytime soon. The tough love of a succubus was indistinguishable from abuse to others. The difference was that Asa had beaten the shit out of anybody who tried to do the same to Grigor.

      Ironically, Rys realized he might have been the “good parent” in Grigor’s young life, back when the demon had joined him in the war against the angels at the tender age of six.

      Several Kinadain warriors stepped up, pulling Rys from his thoughts. These were Alsia’s elites, and were part of her bodyguard. They regularly joined the infernals in Labyrinth dives to gather artifacts and train their skills.

      “Your Grace, if we’re ready to descend, then allow us to form a vanguard,” the lead Kinadain said, crossing an arm over his chest as he spoke to Alsia. “We mapped out the path to our destination earlier in the week.”

      “Our first destination,” Orthrus added, drawing all eyes to him.

      The Kinadain grimaced, and his eyes flickered to Rys. But he said nothing. Whether he was overwhelmed or his training prevented him from speaking up, it didn’t matter.

      “You weren’t with us last time,” Rys mused, then locked eyes with another of the warriors. “But you were. Explain to the others what happened last time. This is the same venture, but we are going to Dalyros. Orthrus will lead us to the next site after our first stop, but you will need to lead us back out.”

      That wasn’t a complete lie. The Labyrinth was a changing, twisting matrix of chambers and walkways that one could get lost in within minutes. For whatever reason, the Kinadain had a built-in compass that enabled them to navigate it. Orthrus could replicate that compass, but only crudely. His navigational skills left much to be desired.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” the Kinadain said.

      After they left, Rys turned to Grigor and Orthrus. They looked back expectantly.

      “If those looks mean that we’re ready, then let’s move out,” he said.

      The first leg of the journey was the easiest. Rys’s demons and Kinadain regularly plumbed the nearby depths of the Labyrinth. The monsters here served as both training and income, as one of the archipelago’s primary exports consisted of the Labyrinth’s artifacts.

      They descended all the way to the tenth floor. Few chambers impeded them, and no puzzles troubled them.

      “Haven’t been this deep since our first big dive, huh, boss?” an albino dwarf said from beside Rys.

      His name was Margrim, and he led the devils known as Ashen. Their strange appearance made it difficult for them to blend in on Gauron, but dwarves were rare here. Nobody batted an eye at sorcery-wielding albino dwarves without beards. The fact deeply amused Rys.

      “We went deeper last time,” Rys replied.

      “On another island, sure. But not here. That cavernous chamber hasn’t reappeared. Did it just vanish once you found what you needed?”

      Fara looked over at them, listening in on their conversation.

      “Given the Labyrinth changes shape when you leave each room, I imagine it only reveals chambers that serve a purpose,” Rys said. “Although that makes me wonder how the seals were ever activated to begin with if the rooms only appear when occupied. Did somebody have control over the Labyrinth at some point?”

      And if so, did that mean whoever sealed Rys away had taken control over the Labyrinth? Orthrus had been surprised to find out that the chamber containing one of Rys’s power conduits had been altered. That suggested the power to control the Labyrinth was far from minor.

      The scouts led them to a familiar door. Sealed steel doors covered in glowing runes prevented anyone from passing through.

      Anyone except Rys, that is. At his touch, the doors slid open.

      The interior matched the warp gate he had activated on the other side of the Labyrinth, where the Malus League retained control. An interior built entirely from obsidian, including a domed ceiling. A plinth and empty portal on the wall were the only objects that stood out from the mass of black stone.

      Rys stepped up to the plinth and, without waiting for Orthrus’s directions, turned its dial one notch to the right. Power from Castle Aion poured through him into the room.

      A tear in reality formed in the portal. Rys refused to look at it. The last time he had, it had looked back. The feeling still discomforted him and sometimes haunted his sleep.

      Despite ignoring it, Rys felt the same sensation as last time. An unknown power stirred within him, connected through his link to Castle Aion and the Labyrinth. It did little more than rumble along the magical link, as if annoyed that its slumber had been disturbed.

      A moment later, the feeling vanished. When Rys looked at the portal, it showed an image of the entrance chamber to the Labyrinth. He now had a second waystation in the Labyrinth.

      “I assume you do not wish to connect the castle to Dalyros?” Orthrus asked.

      “No,” Rys said, looking at his companions. They appeared to be as disturbed as he was. “Relations are tense with the Tolaran Federation. Faeris might not mind a castle popping up in her territory, but her interest in me is obvious. The Federation might declare war if I pull the same stunt.”

      The warp gates didn’t merely provide a portal deeper into the Labyrinth. They allowed Rys to project “copies” of his palace across the islands of the archipelago. The mechanics were complicated, and his soldiers and demons found the existence of two castles so confusing that Rys rarely explained how anything worked.

      “There is a new connection outside,” Grigor said after speaking with his subordinates. “Does it lead to Dalyros?”

      “It should,” Orthrus said. “While there is another warp gate that connects to the island of Sarete, it is accessible only from the northern section of the Labyrinth.”

      “There’s a north down here?” Fara asked incredulously.

      Surprisingly, it was Alsia who nodded in reply. “The Labyrinth is separated according to its primary entrance. While we can enter the Labyrinth near Avolar, it is possible to descend without crossing over to the central section, where we are.”

      “You don’t seem interested in Sarete,” Rys said to Orthrus.

      “I do not sense any power conduits there. As such, I have chosen to ignore it. Both it and the isle of Allornaine are of little interest to us.”

      That might be true when it came to the conduits, but Rys had other reasons to care. The Tolaran Federation was slowly increasing its territory. It had been invading Allornaine since he had awakened and was close to suppressing the locals there.

      For now, Rys swallowed his questions and directed his force onward.

      They had only traversed a few chambers when Grigor called everyone to a stop. The infernals fanned out in defensive stances, which caused a chain reaction among everyone else. No other orders were given, but an ambush was expected at any moment.

      The chamber they had entered was as large as it was empty. Small armies could do battle here without worry. Rys frowned, seeing nobody in the well-lit room.

      Then he cast some infernal sorcery to aid his detection, and spotted the trap. Fara cursed at the same time.

      “That’s a hell of an illusion spell,” she said. “I almost missed it.”

      “You mean you did miss it,” Rys said. “It feels like spiritualism.”

      Spiritualism was one of the three types of magic on Harrium, and far rarer than sorcery. Fara used it. As did some of the Kinadain warriors. But almost all of Rys’s experience with spiritualism dated back to his war against the angels.

      The room had three exits, and each of them was blanketed in magic that concealed the dozens of warriors guarding them. Rys couldn’t tell who or what laid in wait, but he had a bad feeling that finding out would involve causing an international incident.

      This Labyrinth was beneath Dalyros and was regularly explored by the Tolaran Federation, after all.

      “It is spiritualism,” Fara said. “But I’ve never felt… No, I have felt something like this. Barul’s magic was like this. Unlike most of the spiritualism used by the Kinadain, his felt more refined. This matches it.”

      “An interesting assessment,” a voice boomed.

      Everyone tensed. Weapons were raised and spells prepared. Grigor’s muscles tensed and he let out a gruff snort, as if preparing for combat.

      Rys grimaced. The noble demons reacted almost as poorly as Grigor. Demons possessed a form of soulsight which enabled them to see the magical power of individuals, and they had used it to penetrate the illusion. Their reactions spoke volumes of the power of the invisible speaker.

      A column of flame erupted in the center of the room. Black ash billowed down from the ceiling, obscuring almost the entire room.

      Rys reached for the power of Castle Aion, in case he needed to use it. Whoever his opponent was, he was a cut above most.

      Nothing happened, fortunately. The fire and ash cleared. When it did, a man stood in front of them.

      He stood only a few inches shorter than Rys, and had a muscled figure that tried to match his. His lean face showed his age, however. Streaks of gray ran through his mustache and beard, as well as his long dark ponytail. A single draconic horn poked up on one side of his head, and the broken end of another was visible on the other side.

      But it was his clothing that interested Rys. It looked Pharosian, and consisted of an elegant orange and white robe that fell to his feet, tied up with a black sash, and with his chest exposed. A bladed spear occupied his hand, and was likely Pharosian as well.

      “I’d heard from Queen Faeris that you ventured into her Labyrinth yourself, but scarcely believed it,” the man said, staring directly at Rys. “I am the Fire Saint Kirik. What is your business with the Federation, King Talarys?”
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      A Saint. Despite the holy sounding name, Rys knew that the man in front of him was merely a senior representative of the Kinadain.

      Or was he? Rys knew relatively little about the workings of the Kinadain, but the way Alsia and others talked about them gave them a pseudo-religious importance.

      “Ooh, if he’s a Saint, does he lose his powers if I tempt him?” a succubus asked, letting out a cruel grin while running fingers across her lips.

      “No,” Alsia said, expression hard as she stared at the Saint. “It’s a title given to the greatest warriors and leaders of the Kinadain. But I’ve never heard of Kirik.”

      The Fire Saint coughed, but Fara interrupted before he said anything.

      “If he’s a Saint, then he’s a member of the Circle of Brethren, isn’t he? Why is he representing the Federation?” the fox asked harshly.

      “Not all Saints are members of the Circle. Furthermore, Sage Hanna believes that some members of the Circle still support the Federation despite being ostensibly neutral,” Alsia said.

      This time, Kirik didn’t waste time coughing, and instead said, “Elder Alsia, it is a pleasure to meet you in the flesh. I never had the opportunity while you trained here. Perhaps you might know me better if I introduced myself by my title of Ashbringer?”

      “You should use that name more often,” Rys said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but Ashbringer is a far more ominous name than ‘Fire Saint.’”

      Kirik glared at Rys. “Our history is far older than you can possibly know, foreigner. Do not belittle our titles, particularly as we have translated them to be meaningful to you.”

      “Saint isn’t a word to be used lightly,” Rys said. “Did the angels ask you to use it, or did you think that your powers were great enough that you deserved it because you served them?”

      Several pairs of eyes stared at him in shock, but he kept his focus on Kirik. The Saint narrowed his eyes. After a few considered moments, he pressed the butt of his spear into the floor tiles and leaned against it.

      “Has Morai already contacted you?” Kirik asked, voice cold enough to freeze water.

      “The Death Saint? No. What’s her title, by the way?” Rys asked.

      “Tennou, as you already know. We choose our titles upon ascendancy to the Circle.” Kirik bit the inside of his cheek. “You’re as curious as Queen Faeris’s tales suggested. A man capable of powerful infernal magic, who commands a demonic host but shows no cruelty to his subjects, and who conjures wealth, knowledge, and influence from thin air.”

      “And?” Rys asked. “I don’t mind the ego stroking, but I’m certain that you have a point.”

      “Are you always such an ass?”

      “When the person speaking to me is hiding an army and threatening me, yes. I don’t have a reason to respect you, Ashbringer. I’m not here to fight, but you seem ready to start a war.”

      Kirik laughed. “You brought an army into the Labyrinth beneath Dalyros—undetected, mind you—and accuse me of starting a war? I don’t know how you got here, but the artifacts here belong to the Federation.”

      “I’m not interested in your artifacts.” Rys paused. “At least, not those beneath Dalyros. If we agree to keep our respective Labyrinths to ourselves, is that enough for peace?”

      Silence. Kirik continued to lean on his spear.

      Alsia stepped forward, ready to speak. With a raised hand, Rys stopped her.

      Eventually, Kirik waved an arm. The air around the chamber shimmered and well over a hundred Kinadain soldiers appeared. Or perhaps they should be called demihuman soldiers, given the Federation weren’t strictly Kinadain anymore. Most were wolfkin, and they skewed younger than Rys expected. He saw several teenagers, and more than a few girls small enough that he questioned the Federation’s recruitment policy.

      “Agreed,” Kirik said. “This should be formalized in writing. I’ll contact the bureaucrats and let them know about our agreement, and they’ll send somebody over.”

      “Then we’re settled?” Rys asked.

      “No. You’re not here for artifacts, which means you want something else.” Kirik pointed his spear at one of the exits. “Along that path, down three more levels, you’ll find a chamber like the one beneath Gorgria.”

      A chill ran down Rys’s spine. The Fire Saint already knew what Rys wanted here, but wasn’t stopping him. Had Faeris told him that much?

      Or was Kirik lying to hide the true source? Faeris surrounded herself with demihuman guards who might still be friendly toward a Saint, especially regarding fairly innocuous questions.

      “If that’s everything, then we’ll be on our way,” Rys said.

      “Wait,” Alsia said, stepping forward again.

      Given Kirik hadn’t moved, he simply shifted his gaze to her. The soldiers behind him remained firmly in position. Rys wondered if they were hunters, or if Kirik had somehow amassed a response this fast to his intrusion.

      “You represent the Federation militarily, Ashbringer?” Alsia asked.

      “I lend my assistance to them. Whatever I may feel about this new parliamentary system used in place of the dains, it is a reality of life in my homeland,” Kirik said. “My knowledge and power wastes away if I don’t use it to assist our people.”

      “Then that means you can act, where the Circle cannot.”

      Kirik blinked, then straightened up. He held his spear to his side and evaluated Alsia again. “I advise and support. The lawmakers of the Federation make the decisions. And my position in the Circle is completely separate.”

      “If you told the Federation about the threat the Malus League poses, would they stand idly by? Because that is what has happened so far,” Alsia said.

      He sighed and creases around his eyes showed how weary this topic made Kirik. “This is about the conference that Queen Faeris desires to hold. I cannot—”

      “Nobody is going to ignore the word of a Saint, let alone a member of the Circle,” she said. “The League attempted to gain control over a dain. They’ve attacked the largest port in the archipelago in the past. And I’ve said nothing of the known issues that linger in plain sight, such as their use of slaves.”

      “It is difficult to take your admonishments seriously when you stand beside him, Elder Alsia,” Kirik fired back, pointing his spear point-first at Rys.

      Chuckling, Rys held his hands out, palms up. “Do tell what I’ve done that matches the evil of the League?”

      “The fact you’ve supported the Kinadain and resolved long-standing issues on Kavolara is the sole reason the Circle chose not to expunge you,” Kirik said.

      Gasps and hisses escaped the soldiers behind him, and the Saint frowned. Even Alsia’s jaw dropped at the proclamation.

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “You’re that concerned about me?”

      “You’ve awoken power that has lain asleep since before the Cataclysm,” Kirik said.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Rys replied. “There’s plenty of evidence to suggest that others have used Castle Aion before me.”

      Kirik’s expression darkened, but he merely looked away.

      Several seconds passed in silence. The Kinadain seemed lost, and Alsia stared at Rys for guidance.

      “If you’re willing to threaten me and blacken my name in front of so many Kinadain and demihumans, will you at least explain why you and the Circle are so unwilling to act against the largest threat to your people on the archipelago?” Rys pressed.

      Kirik snorted. “You’d fit right into the Federation’s parliament, King Talarys. The answer is simple: the Circle acted once before, and the consequences of our action still linger in the scars our people bear today.”

      Rys felt his fists clench, and forced them open again. Fara gave him a concerned look which he ignored.

      “You regret defending the archipelago from Gauron and Pharos nearly a century ago?” he asked. Despite how quiet his voice sounded, it reverberated off the stone walls.

      “No.” Kirik shook his head. “But I was born from the ashes of the destruction wrought to save our people. War is an easy answer to come to. But I saw the human cost. And I saw…” he trailed off, his eyes scanning across the demihuman soldiers behind him.

      With a single sigh, the Fire Saint seemed to age thirty years. He no longer looked like a graceful old warrior with immense power in his body, but simply an elderly man.

      “I will not create another Morai,” he finished, his eyes full of regret rather than anger.

      Rys’s mind churned while he picked his next words. Everything he had heard about Morai from Alsia and Hanna suggested she was despised and shunned by her people. Otherkin like her were tolerated, and Morai had been tolerated during the war against Gauron and Pharos because of her immense power. Now, the Circle effectively exiled her.

      Yet, he saw none of that anger or hatred in Kirik’s eyes. As could be expected from a decision to exile a savior, Morai’s past turned out to be far more complex.

      “I agree,” Rys said, speaking slowly. “Even without knowing exactly what happened, I can appreciate that you don’t want to repeat past tragedies. But inaction is still an action. You are a member of the Circle. While you hold power, whatever you do or don’t do influences the archipelago. Another Morai could be born because you don’t act. You said that your knowledge wastes away if you don’t use it. Prove it.”

      Kirik stared at him. No reply came.

      Coughing, Alsia stepped forward again and bowed. “It has been an honor to meet you, Ashbringer.”

      “The same goes to you, Elder Alsia, King Talarys,” Kirik said, nodding his head in return. His eyes never left Rys.

      They assembled near the exit that Kirik had pointed at earlier. The Federation soldiers shuffled out of the way, and many looked at Grigor and Fred in awe. More than a few eyed Fara with open curiosity. Mystic foxes must not be a common sight on Dalyros.

      Right before Rys left, Kirik spoke up, “I will talk to the Circle and Federation about Faeris’s proposal. Do not expect a swift response, however. Any decision to intervene requires immense consideration.”

      Rys nodded, then left.

      A few chambers later, Alsia spoke up. She and Fara remained close to Rys while they battled through the Labyrinth. Despite how deep they were, the monsters seemed thinner in numbers than beneath Kavolara. Presumably the Federation soldiers had something to do with that.

      “He was different to how others described him,” Alsia said. “The Ashbringer, that is. When I trained here, those Slayers I met described him as an impulsive and boisterous man. He seemed muted and introspective.”

      “I imagine he’s both people,” Rys said. “Just as I take on different personas in different situations, he is what he needs to be for his people. In battle, leaders need to be strong. But when making decisions, they need to be wise. I’ll admit, he concerns me.”

      “Because he’s smarter than you expected?” Fara chimed in with a smirk.

      “Yes. The Circle’s actions suggest they’re incompetent and unable to stem their declining influence,” Rys said, causing Alsia to scowl at him. “They’ve done nothing to stem the rise of nations such as the League and Gorgria. Dains across the archipelago have collapsed, and even the Federation is part of that. Kavolara nearly fell to corruption. Those aren’t the results of leaders that know what they’re doing.”

      “No,” Grigor boomed. “But they are the actions of powerful beings who fear their own power more than the enemies. I could tell that you saw the same in them that we’ve seen in the angels on Gauron.”

      Rys let out a ragged breath. That surge of fury he had felt earlier still bothered him. Kirik had admitted that he feared acting because doing so had done immense damage. But all Rys had seen since awakening was an archipelago in chaos, lurching from war to war, and under constant influence from outside powers. Damage was being done every day.

      Tails tickled his back and Fara’s arms wrapped around his. “I can’t believe you’re really that bothered by the Saints not taking action.”

      “It’s not that,” he said. “It’s…” He remembered an angel in a room full of crystalline shards. “When I met Sirion and she confronted the future in store for her, I saw the despair that inaction brings. The angels feared the influence that power might have on Harrium. The results have been so horrific that even Sirion regrets her actions. The Circle embodies those teachings. Those mistakes.”

      Sirion was gone. As was Duar and so many others. All that remained was a legacy.

      Somehow, Rys felt burdened by it. All he had wanted in the past was power and freedom. Now he felt there was something else he should do, but wasn’t sure exactly how or why to accomplish it.

      But remembering those moments with Sirion and Duar told him that he probably should.

      Another pair of arms wrapped around his side. He looked down to see Alsia glaring up at him, pressing her breasts against his arm.

      “I think you’re overthinking things,” he said.

      “No, we’re not,” Fara said.

      Grigor snorted.

      The two women remained attached to him for some time, until the need to battle separated them. Even so, they lingered by him while traversing chambers.

      Eventually, the group found what Kirik had said existed here. Orthrus led them here without fail.

      Just like before, a semi-circular vault door stood in a chamber. The black stone it was crafted from matched the power slates in the castle, making it effectively indestructible.

      However, no runes decorated the door. At a glance, it appeared to have no mechanism to open it.

      Rys tried to open it, in case it reacted to his magic. His demon princes heaved to no avail. Even Fara’s disruption magic failed to find purchase.

      “It feels less like a ward and more like a physical obstruction in the magical and astral planes,” Fara said after her attempt. “In order to disrupt magic, I need to find some sort of weak connection or crack for my own magic to seep into. There simply aren’t any here.”

      “Orthrus?” Rys asked.

      The wisp had been muttering about the door. He paused and turned to Rys. “Like the last door, it’s a new construction. I am deeply concerned that anyone ever gained enough power over the Labyrinth to modify the ancient seal like this.”

      “That concerns me as well, but I need to get through the door first,” Rys said.

      “I know nothing about it. However, the power conduits cannot be fully separated from the Labyrinth. If a room cannot be opened by you, who controls Castle Aion, then it will change itself to allow entry,” Orthrus explained.

      “You haven’t mentioned that before,” Rys said.

      “But I have implied it. There is a reason the seals cannot rely on impenetrable barriers. A greater force always exists, and there is immense power within the Labyrinth itself.” The wisp paused, then clacked his glowing beak. “Tell me, have you felt it?”

      Rys frowned. “It’s hard not to. Or are you talking about something more than the power within the Labyrinth?”

      Orthrus didn’t reply, but his eyes shrunk.

      That told Rys all he needed to know. Whatever that presence he felt was didn’t bode well.

      Hours passed while they poked and prodded at the door. They tried passwords, magic keys, runes, and every language Rys could think of. The door never reacted.

      Rys dwelled on Orthrus’s words in the meantime. If the door needed to be openable, how would that be enforced? Would the Labyrinth create another entrance? Or did somebody need to enforce that rule?

      And if so, wouldn’t that somebody be Rys?

      He walked up to the door, where Grigor and Fred argued about riddles. They stopped upon seeing him.

      Then Rys drew on a mass of magical energy from the castle and slammed it into the door. The flash of light blinded him and caused cursing and panic behind him. Naturally, the door didn’t budge. It was effectively invulnerable.

      However, Rys felt a change elsewhere.

      “Fara, did you sense that?” he asked.

      “The part where you punched a solid wall?” she growled, but her tails shifted behind her regardless. “Damn. What did you do?”

      “I punched a solid wall. Tell me what you sense?”

      She rolled her eyes and waved her tails again. A glowing blue pattern shimmered in the air, and it felt familiar to Rys. He didn’t recognize it, however. She then conjured a second pattern, and this one was far more familiar.

      “These patterns appeared in the astral and magical planes respectively,” she said. “Do they mean anything to you?”

      “Ancient runes of opening,” Fred said, leaning on his halberd. “We’ve tried those, I believe. The former is dwarven. The latter is demonic. They usually open magically locked doors.”

      “No,” Rys said suddenly. “We haven’t. Because the first rune isn’t dwarven—or at least, it’s not modern. I’ve seen runes like it in ancient dwarven tombs. When we cleaned up the Marnn citadel after Azrael’s attack, a lot of the runes inscribed in the cemeteries, tombs, and utilities were so old that even the dwarven runemasters didn’t know them.”

      Fara raised an eyebrow. “So it’s another dumb rune puzzle? Wasn’t the last one a simple puzzle that used runes?”

      “Yes,” he said. “That’s troubling.”

      Again, he found himself wondering who might know enough about runes to do this. Last time, his suspicions had narrowed because the runic knowledge required was so niche that Rys struggled to imagine anybody except himself and Kauros knowing it. This time, Rys doubted if even he knew this much.

      But had he merely forgotten the rune because of the seal on his memories?

      “I’d also wager that it’s more complicated than a rune puzzle,” he said. “The only way to open the door is to control Castle Aion and to also have enough runic knowledge to recognize and reproduce these. But…”

      If that was the case, how could it possibly keep Rys out? The power conduits felt as though somebody had constructed their defenses to keep out everyone except Rys. If somebody had sealed him away then constructed the doors, it made little sense. The defense mechanisms were child’s play to him.

      Pushing those thoughts aside, he conjured both runes at the same time. The door rolled open, revealing an obscenely large domed chamber beyond. It was empty.

      Rys felt the dormant defense mechanism in the room. Once he activated it, everyone would be sent to a pocket dimension.

      “Everyone inside,” he ordered. “Let’s find out what trick awaits us this time.”

      “I shall see you once all is resolved,” Orthrus said. “It’s better that I conserve my strength now that you know how the seal’s defense mechanisms work.”

      Rys nodded to the wisp, then entered and activated the defense mechanism.

      Once they transferred to the pocket dimension and their senses returned to themselves, they found themselves gawking at the grand scene surrounding them.

      Battalions of soldiers stretched out as far as the eye could see. Impossibly large siege weaponry waited to be used, some pieces so large that they could obliterate ordinary fortresses in a single attack. Swarms of dragons circled the perimeter, numbering into the hundreds. Demon princes and lords towered above the soldiers.

      In the middle of the encirclement sat a city constructed from ancient, weathered sandstone that rose up from a grassy plain. Its walls easily stood a hundred feet high and a glowing dome of golden light protected the entire fortress. Innumerable buildings stood inside the walls, and they had once contained an immense population of fervent believers and warriors.

      In the center of the city stood a tower that reached for Heaven. It rose into the clouds and kept going. Rys had been inside it before, but still didn’t know how high it went. Many suspected it connected to Heaven itself.

      “The Last Retreat,” Grigor breathed out. “The greatest citadel of the angels.”
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      “I’ve been here. In this very spot, on this very day,” Grigor said.

      “Indeed,” Fred rumbled, his eyes unusually dim.

      “What?” Fara hissed.

      While everyone else gawked, her tails whirled in shock. Alsia peeled herself away from sightseeing to listen in.

      “The Last Retreat is the greatest fortress of the angels on Gauron,” Fara said. “I’ve heard stories of it. There are books about how it powers the Barrier of Marie that keeps the shadowbeasts at bay, and even illustrations of the battle that took place to protect it. What the hell are we doing here?”

      “Laying siege,” Fred said. “A futile effort. We made it further than both Araunth’s and Duar’s attempts, but the angels’ magic was too powerful to overcome. Not even the shadowbeasts could take this place.”

      “Rys, what the hell is going on?” Fara snapped.

      He crossed his arms. “I told you that there was a war against the angels. This is the end of it. Every other angelic bastion has been destroyed or captured. The archdevils took one out each and the rest fell to generals like me. We’ve put down most of their rebellions, such as the one in the Turranem Mountains. The Adepts have been destroyed—I personally saw to that. All that remains is the Last Retreat, which is called as such because of this siege.”

      “Sieges,” Fred corrected, adjusting a nonexistent pair of glasses on his face. “This is the third attempt to take it. Araunth tried first, as Ariel had the most forces in position and wanted the prize. Then Duar marched on it with the siege engines and equipment we produced in Vallonis.”

      “We met Duar in Ruathym, didn’t we?” Fara asked, voice barely a murmur. “The… dragon thing.”

      “Yes,” Rys said, not up to correcting her for calling Duar a thing. “He is… Sorry, was Malusian’s right-hand and senior-most general. Araunth holds a similar position under Ariel, as he’s a demon lord of comparable power to her but serves her nonetheless.”

      “I know of Araunth,” she said flatly.

      “As do I,” Alsia said, face pale. “Is that him over there?”

      She pointed at the thirty-foot tall specter of fire, scales, shadow, and muscle that seemed to loom out of the landscape. Araunth was the largest and most powerful demon lord to ever live. His sword alone was larger than Grigor and appeared to be forged from molten lava that shifted across its wicked-hot surface.

      “What makes you think he’s Araunth?” Rys asked.

      “He looks like every piece of art I’ve ever seen that depicts demons. The quintessential demon lord,” she replied, transfixed by the monster a good half-mile away. “Are we safe here?”

      “Yes,” Grigor and Fred said simultaneously. They chuckled at the looks thrown their way.

      “Araunth and I are old friends,” Rys explained. “Drinking buddies, really.”

      “You’ve said as much, but I can hardly believe it,” Fara said. “Is he going to come over here?”

      “Maybe.” Rys frowned.

      The longer he looked, the stranger things appeared. The armies in the distance seemed unreal to him. The world itself fell into a state of surrealness, and Rys questioned whether he was seeing things right.

      “Tell me, are any of the armies in the distance moving? At all?” he asked.

      After hushed whispers and some eagle-eyed surveying, everyone said no.

      “This is like with Duar,” Rys said. “The Labyrinth can’t maintain a pocket dimension this grandiose. Duar nearly broke the simulacrum last time. Now we have not just Araunth, but other demon lords and one of the largest armies the Infernal Empire ever amassed. The moment the angels appear to fight back, this world will shatter.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” Fred suggested. “We succeeded last time under that condition.”

      “We changed history first,” Rys said. “That’s what we need to do here. Duar’s last words were enough to change how I would act in the future, changing the course of history. If we break the simulacrum then there’s no telling what might happen. I won’t risk being locked out.”

      Grim faces all around.

      Fortunately, the world hadn’t completely frozen. Every minute or so, the landscape shifted. Rys felt as though he was slowly flicking through images on a recording crystal.

      “Any ideas?” he asked.

      “Retreat?” Fara said. “If there’s no battle, then—”

      “No. Like in Ruathym, this situation had no true impact on the future,” Grigor said, his gaze turning to the south. “After this siege fails, we retreat to the industrial city of Vallonis. Angel Lord Sirion attacks shortly, sinking the city, and that is when peace becomes an option.”

      “Sinking?” Alsia asked.

      “Vallonis is a city constructed atop a lake,” Rys explained.

      “Huh. I’ve read stories like that. That Gauron has cities floating on lakes or built on huge platforms high above the ground. I guess they were myths from the Empire,” Fara said.

      “No, the second one is just Shropham,” Fred said.

      “What?” Rys asked.

      “The mages built a second city atop the first one during the Golden Age. A gargantuan stone disk held aloft by columns the size of smaller cities. I believe they wanted to show off.”

      Rys imagined the same. The insanity of building a city that balanced hundreds of feet off the ground could only be driven by pride. If somebody knocked out the columns, both the upper and lower cities would be destroyed, killing hundreds of thousands at once.

      “Victory is impossible,” Grigor said. “General, can you think of an alternate objective? You know more of the angels than we.”

      “Is this where Rys drops in for a booty call?” Fara muttered.

      “No,” he said. “Sirion never showed herself during the siege. I don’t even know if she’s here right now, although I know she’s in charge of the defense. We didn’t meet until Vallonis, when she chopped off my arm.”

      More ideas were kicked around. Margrim suggested they try to smoke them out with a distraction, but was rejected because the angels would ignore problems outside the fortress. The succubus only offered increasingly horny suggestions, and Rys wished he had Asa by his side instead of her.

      “Oh, so this is where you are, Ryssie,” a familiar voice said, but one that he hadn’t heard for a very long time.

      He turned to see a gorgeous succubus grinning at him. A glittering red dress covered her from head to toe—or didn’t cover her, given the noticeable openings and slits around her chest, belly, crotch, and thighs. Her skin was noticeably tanned and her ears had small points like a common elf. Rys towered over her, but she stood nearly six foot and had curves and breasts that drew envious looks from the nearby women.

      “I told you not to call me that, Asa,” he groaned.

      Asa flicked her black hair, which was done up in glossy curls and fell just below her jawline. “You say that now, but in bed…” Her grin sharpened.

      “I’m pretty sure I say the same thing.”

      “You complain a lot less when you’re railing me, though,” she said, then laughed at his expression. “Wow, Ryssie. You almost look happy to see me. Did a succubus blue ball you? If you’d like, we can slip into the command tent for a day or three of fun.”

      “We’re in command. That’s not happening,” Rys said, although part of his mind wanted to agree. Asa was old company, in more ways than one.

      “Oh, come on. Araunth already lost once. Just let the big boy do a repeat. He likes you.” She winked at him. “Come on.”

      “Do your job,” Grigor interrupted.

      “Oh, hey there, Grigs. I somehow missed you.” Asa looked up at the prince who was twice her height. “Shouldn’t you be chasing down some noble demons somewhere?”

      “We are strategizing. You may find that to be a foreign concept, but it is commonplace before a battle.”

      Rys swore that he saw the eyes pop out of Alsia’s and Fara’s skulls. Even the nearby infernal lieutenants gawked at Grigor’s response. This sort of lip from him was unheard of, at least to them.

      “Oh, look at you, acting like the big boy prince. Did you have some psych-up session with the turtle lord before marching to this shithole?” Asa rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Rys, can we just go sack some other random city. The angels aren’t even good lays. The one time I lured a Primum and got her in the sack with us, she just starfished while you railed the shit out of her.”

      Rys coughed at the surprised looks thrown his way by the others. “We’re here for war, not pleasure, Asa.”

      “Those are the same words in the succubus language.”

      “That doesn’t exist,” Grigor growled. “You speak the same tongues as the rest of us.”

      “Yeah, but I know how to use my tongue a lot better than you and Rys.” She winked at them and made a flirtatious pose.

      “Enough,” Rys said, realizing they had been drawn into Asa’s rhythm. He’d forgotten how easily she pulled others into her lackadaisical approach and distracted from important affairs.

      The fact Asa had survived in Lacrissa’s inner circle was likely down to this ability. Most succubi were haughty bitches like Hyrie. Asa made their heads spin and Lacrissa adored the show.

      “Okaaaay,” Asa said, suddenly floating in the air. “So, do you have a plan?”

      “Talk to Araunth. He laid siege before, so it’d be foolish to ignore him,” Rys said. “Go fetch.”

      “He’s your drinking buddy. Go talk to the living embodiment of Hell yourself.”

      “Last I checked, you do what I say,” he said, lips quirking upward despite his words. “I thought you were a size queen anyway?”

      “There’s such a thing as too big,” she said, although she looked over at Araunth with a considering gaze. “Hey, when you’re drinking with him, have you ever learned how big his dick is in that form? Because he’s the size of a small mansion, so—”

      “Go, Asa.”

      She laughed, then launched herself at Rys. Her arms wrapped around him and before he could react, she landed a searing hot kiss that erased his thoughts. Giggling filled his ears when she pulled away.

      “You’re cute when you’re possessive,” Asa said, golden eyes glowing while she smirked seductively. “Don’t worry, Ryssie, you’ve got the only cock this side of eternity that satisfies me these days.”

      Then she launched herself into the air and toward Araunth. Rys shook off the feeling lingering in his body and the cobwebs in his mind.

      “Wow. You want Mina to compete with that,” Fara said abruptly. “I don’t want to compete with her, and you considered pitting my adorable niece against her?”

      “Asa’s the embodiment of laziness and distraction. She does her job well, but only because I hound her. A spymaster who is actively interested in impressing me is a nice change,” he said.

      “I’d believe you if you weren’t obviously rock hard and interested in sex,” the fox said. “Not that I’m any better.” She shuddered. “What the hell was that when she kissed you?”

      “A lust blast,” Grigor said, seemingly unaffected. “My mask protects against most succubi magics, but Asa’s are more powerful than most. She used an almost excessive amount of energy for some fun.”

      “I was stronger in history than I am now,” Rys admitted, trying to push down his erection and shake off the lingering emotions of Asa’s visit.

      The nearby succubus let out a whistle, her fingers firmly between her crotch despite the situation. “I’ve heard stories, but that’s the power of a former member of the Succubus Queen’s inner circle? She nearly took us out with the echoes of her mental magic.”

      While they slowly recovered, and Alsia and Fara clung to Rys, Asa brought the mass of flame and shadow closer to them. Once Araunth was within earshot, his figure moved like the real thing. Flames licked the air and a constant crackling overwhelmed all other sounds.

      Then the demon lord vanished. In his place stood a human man, who approached at a far more sedate pace than the house-sized demon.

      Araunth’s human form wasn’t as physically impressive as Grigor’s. He stood only seven feet tall, and was swathed in a shimmering robe that seemed to be made of living flame. Wild red hair cascaded down his back, almost to his feet.

      “Oh, grand general Talarys, I present to thee the Demonic Lord Araunth, the vanquisher of—” Asa began to say.

      “Be quiet, Asa,” Araunth uttered.

      “Shut up, Asa,” Rys said.

      The succubus rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Steal all my fun, why don’t you.” She hovered a few feet away, but watched them closely.

      Araunth gestured for Rys to step away from his group. If the demon lord showed any awareness of Rys’s reduced power, he didn’t show it. Whatever had allowed Sirion to see through Rys’s nature didn’t apply to the infernals, even though they had their soulsight back.

      Or perhaps the Labyrinth had corrected itself after that mishap.

      “I’m surprised you agreed to come here,” Araunth said, his voice carrying an undercurrent of ash, as if he had poured burning hot sand down his throat before speaking. “It’s a futile effort. Kauros refused to have anything to do with the siege.”

      Rys idly wondered if there was a way to influence Araunth that might change history. He doubted it. His old friend was a stubborn bastard who did things his way.

      With the wisdom of age, Rys realized the reason he had always gotten along with Araunth and Argran was that he was the same. They were all stubborn assholes who pushed back against the systems of the Infernal Empire in order to accomplish what they wanted, rather than what the archdevils expected of them.

      “There weren’t many options,” Rys said. “Ariel and Malusian agreed to a combined effort, but who could be trusted to command it? Argran was Malusian’s choice but…”

      Araunth nodded grimly. “My queen would be unwilling to commit me to the same battle as that old turtle.”

      “I don’t think you can call anyone old.”

      “Old people can call people whatever they want, and I’m very old.” The demon lord chuckled heartily. “So, do you have a plan or are you just here to put up a display of force?”

      Rys frowned. His memories provided him with the script to his discussion. It had taken place at a different time and place, but was playing out much the same.

      However, that wouldn’t help him.

      “Why don’t we parley with the angels?” he suggested. “They might be nervous now that we have a combined force.”

      “They ignored both me and Duar when we tried the same.” Araunth eyed him. “Do you think your unique nature might grant you an audience?”

      Like a light flickering on, Rys felt an idea forming in his mind in response to Araunth’s words.

      “It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?” Rys said. “If they say no, we lay siege. If they agree, then we might learn more about what they’re thinking.”

      “Or they might simply kill you once you’re away from us.”

      “I can wrangle a promise from some Primum not to harm me. If an angel lord betrays that promise, then the reputation of the angels will be shot,” Rys said.

      Araunth grimaced, but eventually nodded. “You are correct. I had at first thought that the angels wouldn’t care, but you have a reputation among mortals. If word spread that the angels killed you during negotiations, nobody would work with them for a millennium.”

      That sounded like the sort of thing that might change history. It hadn’t been Rys’s first idea, but he’d take it if things went awry.

      “If we’re agreed, send messengers to the fortress,” Rys said.

      “Asa is rubbing off on you,” Araunth grumbled. “Fine. I’ll send my messengers. Be ready to respond to whatever is proposed by the angels.”

      The demon lord wandered off, transforming back into his demonic form shortly. Rumbling roars echoed across the plain as he shouted orders to his force. Araunth could use mindspeak through his loyal devils, but like most demon lords he preferred to vocalize his orders.

      “Wow, rude,” Asa said when Rys returned to the group. “I’m not rubbing off on you, I’m rubbing you off.”

      Grigor groaned and ran a hand over his mask. “Stop.”

      “Asa, go make sure the other succubi aren’t causing trouble. If we need to leave soon, then I don’t want any of Lacrissa’s agents creating havoc,” Rys said.

      She grinned and malevolence filled her eyes. “Ooh, it’s rare you give me permission to go slap some sluts. I’ll be back, Ryssie. Warm up the command tent for me.”

      “We’re not—and, she’s gone,” he said with a sigh.

      “Rys, don’t take this the wrong way, but she doesn’t seem like your type,” Fara said. “Because she’s the opposite of basically everything you are.”

      “You’ll get used to her,” he said.

      “Not for long.” She gave him a look. “You do remember that she’s not real, right?”

      He snorted. “Not here, maybe. But Asa is alive and kicking around Hell. She’ll join us shortly.”

      They watched as the landscape slowly shifted. A group of messengers on horseback rode up to the walls. Many minutes passed without activity.

      “Is Asa the only other devil you had here?” Alsia asked suddenly, looking around. “I expected to see others.”

      “Right now, I’m fairly early in my career. I only received my personal fortress a couple of decades ago. Both Fred and Grigor are reasonably young, and Asa’s inferiors by far. She dotes on Grigor, but it wasn’t until after the war that she accepted Fred.”

      “Accepted?” Fara asked. “That doesn’t sound friendly.”

      “Asa’s a powerful succubus and noble devil, who fought her way into Lacrissa’s outer circle. Then she got assigned to me as a spy when Duar promoted me to general, and Lacrissa brought Asa into her inner circle as a way to butter her up.” Rys grinned. “Unfortunately for my old mistress, Asa chose her side fairly early.”

      “The side of the Incubus King, rather than the Succubus Queen,” Alsia said, her voice far too serious given the words that came out of her mouth. “You were turning her own people against her.”

      “I wouldn’t call the succubi ‘Lacrissa’s people.’ Succubi are a flock of haughty, flirty nobles and Asa’s no different. She calmed down some in time, but she also had a bedroom the size of a small palace in my fortress. Even my own suite was smaller than hers,” he said.

      “So she’s going to be a nightmare that only you can tame,” Fara said.

      “Potentially,” he hedged. Given Asa’s fall from grace since his disappearance, that wasn’t guaranteed.

      Their conversation ended when Rys spotted the messengers departing from the walls. A few minutes later, Araunth let him know through mindspeak that the angels agreed to meet with him.

      “There’s someone in the citadel who wants to meet with you personally,” Araunth’s voice rumbled in his mind. “The Primum refused to elaborate, but promised to protect you until negotiations are concluded. My guess is that there’s an angel lord or two interested in your connection to Azrael.”
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      The bare sandstone walls of the angel’s last remaining fortress loomed over Rys’s head. He shaded his eyes with one hand as he peered through the crackling golden dome that surrounded it.

      “Is it really safe to go inside?” Fara asked, her tails bolt upright. “Didn’t you bring an army with you the last time you were here?”

      Pain assaulted Rys’s mind, and he felt that familiar scratching deep within that indicated lost memories. When was the last time he had been here?

      Before the spasms overcame his façade, he turned his thoughts away from history.

      “No,” he said. “I came here in peace not long after.” A smirk crossed his face. “I got a lot more than peace.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s…” Fara mumbled, trailing off. “What? You tried to burn the place down and then ended up fucking an angel for your handiwork?”

      “I imagine some angels like to play with forbidden things,” he said.

      Grigor let out a deep, rumbling cough to interrupt them. “Given Asa is nearby, is this conversation wise?”

      They looked over to where the succubus was floating, talking amiably with Mary and the Lilim. If Asa had overheard them, she showed no signs of it. The rest of their group, including Alsia, stood closer to Rys.

      “I’m not sure the simulacra can notice when things are amiss unless we point them out,” Rys said, voicing a theory he had formed. “Sirion was the only individual to react to Fara’s presence in Ruathym. All of the fake infernals should have reacted similarly, given there is no disruption to their soulsight.”

      Margrim chuckled, stroking his bare chin. “Damn straight, boss. Don’t take this the wrong way, chief, but your soul is like a blazing magic lamp in a sea of flickering candles. The demihumans look a little odd, but only on close inspection. Only the dumbest infernals alive would miss a mystic fox.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Fara said. “Does that mean something has changed?”

      “I’d bet a duchy on it.”

      “If I win, do I get to play princess in Vallis’s office? Or is your pampering restricted to your viceroy?”

      He shot her a look, and she grinned.

      “In any case, I’m not worried about Asa. If I were, I’d have left her behind. No, the angels are what worry me. It’s possible they may be inviting us to parley because they’re like Sirion and have noticed something is amiss.” Rys crossed his arms. “Be prepared for anything. An ambush, betrayal—even the appearance of an archangel.”

      “Again, where’s our army?” Fara asked.

      “I agree,” Alsia said suddenly. “This feels unwise. And how might this change history?”

      Margrim narrowed his eyes at them. “Pretty sure I got this one, boss. Mind if I butt in?”

      “You’re effectively Grigor’s second-in-command, Margrim. You and Terry can speak your mind without asking,” Rys said.

      “Gonna take a bit to get used to that. Lots of mages say that, then throw a tantrum when you point out they can’t conquer Ahm with a handful of common devils.” The Ashen shrugged. “Anyway, this takes place centuries before the Fall of Ruathym. The angels were in deep, as we saw. Couldn’t you easily change the course of the Empire with the right words, given what you know? You did that to the Angel Lord, but it was too late.”

      Fara and Alsia looked at Margrim in surprise, then at Rys for confirmation.

      He shrugged. “I’m not gambling on something that amazing, but it’s highly probable. There are many things that could happen that will alter history. They might take me prisoner, which would stymie peace efforts. Similarly, if the archangels showed themselves, that would frighten both Ariel and Malusian. The Empire might not descend into perpetual civil war as a result. The battle can’t change history, unless we win. But a meeting can.”

      As if to punctuate his words, a young angel descended from the walls. She was the first person they’d seen in the Last Retreat, as the walls lacked defenders. Her white and blue tunic was the standard fare for angelic warriors, and always seemed too short to Rys. In times such as this, it was impossible not to see the skintight shorts she wore underneath.

      However, that was where her appearance differed. Her steel armor lacked most of the adornments seen on the angelic legions. Similarly, she looked less empty-headed than most, and seemed to glare at Rys upon landing. Multiple sigils glowed on her armor, the collar of her tunic, and even on facial tattoos.

      “Tattoos?” Fara muttered.

      “Symbols of hierarchy. Most angels just have them in their uniform, but the Primum are an exception. They want everyone to know at a glance what they’re dealing with,” Rys explained.

      “Indeed,” Grigor said. “This is Gabriel, the future Chief Primum. Merely a Primum now, judging from the sigils.”

      Rys frowned. He knew the name, but the Chief Primum Gabriel he recalled had been male. The name was fairly generic for an angel, however. Perhaps there had been another who took up the mantle and later perished.

      “Why are there three sigils on her?” Fara asked.

      “Because I serve multiple masters,” the angel interrupted, her fingers running across her tattoos. “As a Primum, I serve Lord Sirion in the First Legion as well as the Chief Primum. General Talarys, I expected your retinue to be better educated than this.”

      While Fara bared her teeth at Gabriel, Rys raised a hand, calling for calm.

      “How’s the Chief Primum doing? Or is the role still filled by Ariel’s newest ornament?” he asked.

      Gabriel’s glare intensified. She lacked a weapon, and Rys felt her desire to grip it rise. Her bloodlust seemed to permeate the air.

      Quite an interesting Primum, he thought. No wonder she became the Chief Primum, if she was already this lively. Most angels lived up to their reputation as automatons.

      “As angels, we must follow procedure and make the correct decision, no matter how long it takes,” she replied.

      “I’m not sure if I should be disappointed or excited that angelic bureaucracy is as terrible as the Empire’s.” He chuckled as she looked away. “Are you here to lead us in? Given you flew through the barrier, I assume you can take us through it.”

      “Yes. The defenses are being arranged to allow you access. As Lord Sirion’s representative, I offer you my protection and that of the First Legion until negotiations are concluded,” Gabriel said. “If you will all gather in one place, I shall imprint on your bodies the magic to pass through our barrier.”

      Rys called everyone together, ignoring the defensive stances of most of his infernals.

      “Can’t she destroy us in a single spell now?” Alsia asked.

      Gabriel shot her a dark look, but said nothing. Instead, she prepared her spell.

      “No,” Rys explained. “Or more accurately, she will do exactly as she said. Angels don’t lie—at least not as frankly as that. You know when an angel is trying to lie because they start talking in riddles.”

      “Does that apply to infernals?” Fara asked.

      “No,” Grigor said. “You know when a devil is lying because he is speaking. It matters little how long or confusing his sentences are.”

      “You holding a grudge against us, Prince-General?” Margrim asked with a wince.

      “Present company excluded.”

      Guffaws and chuckles rippled through the ranks of the infernals. Given Grigor’s prideful and forthright nature, he naturally had problems with the deceptiveness shown regularly by devils. Even if he normally kept his opinion to himself.

      “Even me?” Asa asked.

      “No.”

      She pouted, then wrapped her arms around Rys. “Well, at least somebody here trusts me.”

      “I’m not insane,” Rys said, peeling the busty succubus off him.

      Fara shot him a look. “That’s not an answer. Are you sane because you trust her, or because you distrust her?”

      “Yes.”

      She batted him with her tails while Asa giggled uncontrollably.

      Gabriel led them through the domed barrier. The moment they crossed through, the infernals froze.

      Instinctively, Rys reached for his magic. Alsia and the Kinadain reached for their weapons, only to freeze when Grigor slammed his axe hilt into the ground.

      “Do not be alarmed,” Grigor said, while the infernals did exactly the opposite of his advice. “Our soulsight and mindspeak ceased to reach the exterior after we crossed over. It feels as if we are much more distant than we truly are.”

      Gabriel frowned at the demon prince, but refused to elaborate. Instead, she continued walking toward the gate. Nobody followed for several long seconds.

      “If I remember correctly, the barrier was difficult to bring down in past sieges,” Rys said, feeling as if he was pushing his memory harder than he had for some time. “Duar burned up most of his sorcerous devils in order to breach it, which stopped him dead. Araunth ended up battering it down with brute force.”

      Historically, Rys had relied on Araunth to do the same thing in this siege. Given Rys’s relative youth and the complexity of angelic magic, he had never truly understood what the barrier had done.

      “That’s nice, but what the hell is this?” Asa crossed her arms while floating. “That didn’t feel like we crossed through a magical barrier.”

      “It’s likely spatial or temporal distortion,” he said. “It’s not a barrier. It’s a gateway. The Last Retreat must exist in a pocket dimension. That’s why we never saw any defenders on the walls at first.”

      Speaking of which, people had appeared atop the battlements. Angels interspersed with thousands of heavily armored soldiers of all races.

      “A pocket dimension in a pocket dimension,” Fara said. “No wonder everything looked so strange outside.”

      “You don’t seem surprised by this.”

      “There are some places in Pharos that are effectively frozen in time, or seem to be from a different world.” She shrugged. “Ancient temples, mostly. Hellgate is also a mess. Near the chasm to the south, it’s possible to cross hundreds of miles in a single step. Travelers might be gone for a month, but age decades.”

      Rys grimaced. “That’s different. The angels are using astral power to manipulate space and time. Hellgate is… Well, it’s more like the fallout of a magical catastrophe. Those temples would have been angelic fortresses once.”

      Their guide, Gabriel, approached them. Hardly surprising given she had been standing by the fortress’s gate for several minutes now. She frowned at Rys’s description.

      “You seem awfully aware of the state of Pharos,” the angel said.

      “I lived through the Cataclysm. Gauron is fairly lucky not to bear major scars from Pandemonium’s attack. Hades is uninhabitable due to what happened when Azrael was killed in the fighting between Pandemonium and the Reapers. The entire center of Pharos is a scarred wasteland. The archangels removed Pandemonium from existence. The worst here is…”

      He trailed off with a frown.

      At first, he planned to say that the worst were either the climate problems induced by the war, or perhaps the millions killed in the Cataclysm.

      But he recalled the existence of the Fae. While they hadn’t been active while Rys had been last awake, the fact the foot soldiers of Pandemonium stalked Gauron meant something had gone wrong. What, exactly, he didn’t know.

      “Let’s go,” he said abruptly.

      Gabriel nodded, then led them to the gate again. This time, they followed.

      Inside stood endless windy streets and a dense cityscape capable of housing hundreds of thousands of citizens. Today, it remained empty. The soldiers guarded the walls or holed up in barracks.

      They walked down the highway-like main street. Magical lamps lined the streets and had various different colors. Gabriel led them down a path with golden flames, although they were red when viewed from the opposite direction they traveled.

      Nearly an hour passed while they traversed the city and little progress appeared to be made. The younger infernals grew restless, while the Kinadain and Fara seemed more and more agitated with each city block they passed.

      Eventually, Fara slipped next to Rys and whispered to him, “This is a trap. We’ve been walking in circles.”

      “No, we haven’t been,” he said.

      “Rys, this is the third time we’ve passed that empty restaurant. Unless there are three places with the same name, décor, and building.” She shot him an annoyed look. “You still don’t take me seriously.”

      He shook his head. “You just don’t understand the magic we’re dealing with. The Last Retreat is a spatial anomaly. It’s similar to the Labyrinth, but less… intense. The streets loop back on one another, but not in the way you think they do.”

      “Explain.”

      “Rather than streets, imagine that we’re walking through rooms—”

      “Like in the Labyrinth.”

      He nodded. “Each room has doors leading in and out. However, sometimes you might go through a door and enter a room you’ve been in before. It’s the exact same room, but still different. What makes it different is that you entered it from a different door. If you then leave the room, you’ll end up in a different place than the first time you left.”

      “This makes my head hurt.” Fara physically rubbed her temples. “You’re saying that the same door can lead to two different places, dependent on how we entered a room?”

      “Exactly.” He laughed at her expression. “This is how spatial magic works, Fara. The lamps are the secret, although the angels can deactivate them to mislead attackers. They can also rearrange the streets. The simple fact is that the Last Retreat is disorienting, because it’s a nightmarish construction built to keep out attackers. These sorts of defenses are why most angelic citadels were destroyed from afar.”

      “Why not this one then?” Alsia interrupted.

      “Two reasons. The first is that the defenses here are far more powerful. All the remaining angels are here, and they make it difficult to simply level the fortress with magic. Second, none of the archdevils want to weaken themselves on the cusp of complete victory,” Rys said. “If Ariel or Malusian exhausted their power defeating an archangel, the other would step in and kill them.”

      “I remember studying similar conundrums under scholars from Gauron,” she said. “So the war reached a stalemate not because the Empire couldn’t win, but because its leaders wouldn’t risk their own power to achieve that victory.”

      “Indeed,” Grigor rumbled. “The gap in power between the lower ranks of infernals and those that rule us is extreme, and the war merely proved that fact. An archdevil could destroy a fortress that would consume entire battalions of dragons, demons, and ordinary soldiers. But the reverse applied: the angel lords and archangels never showed themselves, because those battalions were numerous enough to destroy them.”

      With greater experience, Rys wondered if the angel lords and archangels foresaw this outcome. Azrael had known he would die in the Cataclysm. The angels had delayed their entrance into the war between the Infernal Empire and the reapers until the eleventh hour.

      Was the course of history set in stone from the moment the archangels unleashed their immense power and inadvertently wiped out two continents and two divine races? The fear they inspired in Ariel and Malusian had been so great it paused the Eternal Game. Only by the very end did their hatred of each other overcome their fear of the angels.

      And if history was so immutable, that meant the angels were far from perfect. In the end, they failed. Sirion had admitted as such. The angels ended the Cataclysm, survived the backlash, destroyed the Empire, but then sacrificed themselves in order to stop yet another new threat.

      A strange thought bubbled up within Rys about the nature of the challenges set by his captor. If said captor had known about the Labyrinth’s ability to reproduce impossible outcomes, such as Duar’s last words, then didn’t these challenges seem almost too fitting for Rys?

      Almost as if someone were trying to shape a reawakened infernal general embittered toward the world and what had become of it.

      Another 30 minutes passed before they reached the center of the citadel. Above them stretched the tower, which vanished in the clouds far above. A grand castle large enough to consume lesser cities greeted them. The walls here contained few, if any, defenders.

      Despite that, Rys felt magic crackle in the air. The angels didn’t need a highly visible glowing dome to make dangerous defenses. Even had his army gotten past the spatially distorted walls and cityscape, he suspected whatever protected this place would have made short work of him.

      Although the huge glowing dome certainly helped keep out the riffraff, Rys imagined.

      Again, how could he hope to change history through winning a battle? It didn’t seem probable.

      Gabriel led them inside. A series of gates swung open without a sound or even a gesture. Some angels stood guard, but their armor and sigils indicated they were mere soldiers, not Primum. Their expressions also gave this away, as they lacked the expressiveness of either Sirion or Gabriel.

      Staring up in wonder, Alsia asked, “Are the archangels the size of ten men? The rest of the city wasn’t this… intimidatingly large.”

      Rys snorted. “No. Azrael was roughly my height, even if he was a handsome bastard.”

      Gabriel shot him a glare that suggested calling an archangel a “bastard” was some sort of egregious slur.

      Continuing, Rys said, “Nobody is really sure why the angelic castles are so large. But it might be to accommodate other races. Or possibly future proofing. Angels can take on different physical forms. Duar suspected there were draconic or even dwarven angels during the Emergence. Many took on the forms of elves until mere centuries before the Cataclysm.”

      “It is liberating to know that our forms can shift to meet our desires or those of others,” Gabriel said abruptly. “I am whatever I choose to be, and that enables us to enforce the will of Heaven. Whereas your masters rely so heavily on pawns such as yourself to influence other races.”

      The intensity of the side-eye that Grigor and several of the older infernals gave Gabriel suggested something about her statement was off. Rys waved her off. She huffed, but continued to lead them into the oversized sandstone castle.

      “Grigor?” he asked quietly.

      “Chief Primum Gabriel is infamous for changing gender and appearance,” Grigor rumbled. “It is disconcerting to hear that another feels so little attachment to their body.”

      Well, that explained why Rys recalled a male Gabriel. What an oddball little angel.

      “I mean, wouldn’t you change your appearance like clothing if you could?” Fara raised an eyebrow. “If I had the power then I imagine there’d be a lot of…” she trailed off under the combined gazes of Rys and Grigor.

      How curious that his little fox wanted to alter her physical appearance. Fara had shown some vanity before, when she had nearly scarred in a battle, but otherwise seemed to care little for her appearance. That she felt this way intrigued Rys.

      For Grigor, the matter was more personal.

      “You misunderstand, Fara,” the demon prince said. “As infernals, our bodies are intrinsic to our existence. An angel is a mass of soul, which then forms itself into whatever shape it desires. But we lack such a thing. Our magical essence allows us to survive briefly without physical existence, but it is like stasis. Rys perhaps understands the turmoil of banishment, given his recent state.”

      It was unusual for Grigor to be almost philosophical on this matter. Rys shook his head.

      “I felt… something while I was sealed. My understanding is that banishment is a ‘blink and you wake up in Hell’ moment.” Rys faced Fara while they walked. “Infernals don’t exist without their bodies. They’re defined by them. Part of why the Haunts are so different is because they don’t have a strict shape, and that is also why they disturb other infernals.”

      “Damn straight,” Margrim muttered.

      Fara lowered her tails. “You’ve never felt uncomfortable with how you look or feel?”

      “Our bodies grow and change with our power. But they are reflective of what we are.” Grigor frowned. “Perhaps devils feel differently, given they hide away their monstrous forms.”

      “Our human forms are set in stone,” Margrim said with a shake of his head. “Can you imagine an Ashen with a beard? Or an ugly succubus?”

      “You’re talking about most of my sisters,” Asa chirped, poking her head into the conversation. Everyone froze, but then settled down as they realized nothing of importance had been said.

      “Agree to disagree,” Margrim muttered.

      “Cute.”

      A loud cough cut through their chatter, drawing their attention to Gabriel. She stood in front of the open gateway into the central tower of the Last Retreat.

      “You are awaited inside. Please refrain from idle chatter within the sanctity of the last bastion of Heaven,” Gabriel said. “I shall lead you.”
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      The tower interior exuded a level of ancient wealth and power that set Rys’s teeth on edge. Explaining the feeling felt difficult, but he knew it was something primal.

      The Last Retreat was ancient, even by the standards of the Infernal Empire. While the other angelic bastions had been constructed atop worldstones during the Emergence, supposedly the Last Retreat had simply appeared. No living infernal witnessed the event, but written records in the Great Library of Adrios said something about it.

      A shame the library had been destroyed during the fall of the Empire. Much of Rys’s knowledge of pre-Cataclysm history and magical theory had been interred in the city-sized library. Now he was at the mercy of knowledge devils, such as Darus, and their instabilities.

      What those records had said about the Last Retreat was that it had been projected onto Gauron by a great light. The Emergence took on a different form for each race, and this one suggested that Heaven had actively colonized Harrium.

      By contrast, the portals from Hell had erupted across the world almost at random. That explained why nobody knew how to construct them. How Hades came to be connected to the continent of the same name was a mystery, but Pandemonium had likely intentionally followed Heaven.

      “Of course, this is all supposition,” Rys explained as they walked. “It’s not like the angels actually tell anybody this. Their knowledge is a closely guarded secret, and infernals are terrible at holding onto anything older than living memory. I dread to think how much knowledge is wrapped up in Kauros, and in Darus through him.”

      “The building seems perfectly preserved, however. It feels like the ancient ruins of Pharos, but… not ruined.” Fara winced at her own words. “You did say those were the remains of the angels. I believe you, now. The decorations, emblems, regalia, and even the architecture match.”

      Gargantuan halls with vaulted ceilings, sculpted columns, decorative arches, and sparkling water features met their eyes and ears. The ancient sandstone had gilded trims and detailing, giving it an almost luminous quality. Orbs of light ran through the water, and some of the fountains defied gravity in the way they twisted through the air. Statues formed of pure light, clouds, and other non-solid substances towered dozens of feet into the air.

      Power. The Last Retreat held a level of raw power that Rys questioned that he could ever reach.

      He had once been able to craft runes that did the impossible. Once forged weapons capable of matching the power of angels and infernals. Even built his own great fortress that inspired fear and awe from mortal and infernal alike.

      But he didn’t have the slightest clue how he might create a statue out of clouds, or a fortress that held more magic within a single stone than he expected to handle in an entire year.

      Castle Aion and the Labyrinth matched the Last Retreat in terms of complexity and power, but that only spoke volumes about the absurd power at work here. If the Creator of the Labyrinth had been sealed away before the Emergence, what happened to his jailers? How powerful had they been and why did Rys know nothing about them?

      Gabriel led them through twisting corridors and halls to a meeting room. The path there didn’t match Rys’s memories, but that didn’t surprise him. Their spatial manipulation worked inside as well.

      Nobody met them here. A round table the size of a smaller dining hall sat in the center, completely bare. Staircases spiraled upward along the edges. No less than seven double door exits barred their way, making a total of eight gateways into this room.

      Gabriel frowned upon entering, looking around in confusion. Before Rys questioned her, she suddenly seized up. Her facial expression vanished.

      “I will return,” she said, sounding more like an automaton than the human she appeared to be.

      Then Gabriel strode out the door opposite them. Darkness permeated it, preventing Rys from seeing through it.

      He hissed upon seeing it, His head hurt and he looked away.

      “What the fuck was that?” Fara snapped the moment the doors shut.

      “That was the same appearance as when the portal was activated in the warp gate,” Grigor said, gripping his axe tightly enough that even his dark hands began to whiten. “Things are awry.”

      “No shit,” Rys said. “Asa, how do you feel?”

      The succubus looked vacant, as if she wasn’t processing anything being said or done nearby. Upon hearing her name, she snapped back to life.

      “Uh, fine?” She scowled. “I warned you that this was a trap.”

      Had she? Rys shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. We’re in the Last Retreat. Can you see anything of interest with your soulsight? Or sense any lords or archangels?”

      Grigor and the devils shook their heads.

      But Asa disagreed. “There’s something big a couple dozen stories up. The walls here block my soulsight, but I can sense a powerful bundle of emotions and power there. It intensified once you entered here. I’d bet they’re behind this little trap. Maybe I can fetch you a nice prize, Rys?”

      Suddenly, Rys felt less certain that Sirion wasn’t here. Did she remember their last encounter? Or was this something else?

      “Then we’ll head up. Grigor—”

      The seven doors leading into the room burst open and angelic warriors surged in. All of them wore the standard uniforms and carried runic weapons. At a glance, Rys surmised they were foot soldiers rather than Primum.

      Not that they were any less dangerous, given their numbers.

      “Holy hell,” Margrim cursed, summoning up hellfire along with his fellow Ashen.

      The others rushed to defensive stances and began casting spells. Light wrapped around the weapons and bodies of the angels, and Rys prepared to intervene himself. He couldn’t disrupt their magic, but with enough hellfire he could blast away weak enough astral power.

      Then all turned pink. A giggling echoed directly in his mind, before slipping away with a sensation like a searing kiss.

      When Rys’s vision returned, he saw the rest of his force shaking off the same sensation. Only Grigor appeared unaffected, and he pulled several demons and Kinadain behind his bulk. Even Fred appeared shaken.

      The same couldn’t be said of the enemy. The angels lay on the floor, twitching and spasming. Their faces suggested they were ecstatic despite being completely untouched. Weapons clattered to the floor beside them.

      Several remained moving, however. Presumably elites or merely the lucky angels.

      Or unlucky, depending how you looked at it.

      Asa hovered high above them, letting out peals of high-pitched laughter. A pair of angels dangled from her arms, desperately trying to free themselves. For whatever reason, they didn’t use their magic or wings. Instead, they beat futilely against Asa like children.

      Another angel soared upward, his lance pointed at the succubus. Asa flung one of her captives at him.

      The impact impaled the angel on the lance, then sent both hurtling to the floor. The sound of bones crunching filled the room. Grigor shot across the room and ended both angels with a single swing of his axe.

      When Rys looked up, Asa had disposed of the other angel. The headless corpse fell to the ground while she battered the remaining coherent enemy.

      “Again, you wanted my niece to compete against that?” Fara muttered, but this time her voice contained fear.

      “Asa’s an elite succubus. A former member of Lacrissa’s inner circle. That means she’s more than a pretty slut,” Rys said. “Grigor never defeated her in a spar.”

      “And you did?”

      “I tended to spar with her in bed.”

      Fara snorted. “But she could rip your arms off and beat you to death with them?”

      “For a long time, yes. Asa is lazy, but when she pulls her finger out she can crush entire armies and nations by herself. The hard part is getting her to do that instead of lazing around in her underwear.”

      “I heard that,” Asa shouted, before flying down. “Come on, I take care of a team of angels and all you do is shit talk me. You owe me a good fuck, Ryssie.”

      “What you get is permission to call me Ryssie for the rest of this mission,” he said.

      “Stingy.”

      By now, everyone had recovered. At least physically. The mixed looks of awe and fear thrown at Asa caused her to preen, and she smirked at Rys.

      “We’ll need to be more careful as we head upward. That trick won’t work as well on any Primum,” he told her.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll try to fetch you a prize if any cute ones show up.” She tilted her head. “Didn’t they promise not to hurt you?”

      They did, but Rys doubted the Labyrinth planned to honor that promise. For whatever reason, it appeared to be directly interfering in the challenge.

      Why?

      Slowly but surely, they ascended the floors of the tower. Each story seemed empty. Asa returned to her empty-headed state upon leaving the original meeting hall, and would only return to normal when addressed directly by Rys.

      “This is far too different from last time,” Alsia said. “Can you speak to Orthrus?”

      “If he hasn’t shown himself, I don’t have a way to talk to him. We just need to assume that the objective is the same.” Rys held back his true feelings.

      Right now, he didn’t know how to exit the simulacrum. If the Labyrinth threw an archangel at them, what choice would they have other than to die? They knew from the last venture that death still occurred in these fake worlds.

      Rys called the entire force to a halt one floor lower than their objective.

      Five Primum stood here, waiting for them. Rys recognized all of them.

      He had, after all, killed three of them. Another was Chief Primum Mizus, who had led the assault on Ariel’s palace and been turned into a toy by the Devil Queen.

      Finally, Gabriel stood between them, a confused expression on her face. It flickered back to a blank, automaton-like appearance every few seconds.

      “General Talarys, you will go no further,” Mizus said, sounding awfully lively for a woman who hadn’t uttered a coherent word in Rys’s memories.

      “Primum Gabriel gave me her word that I would have the protection of the First Legion until negotiations conclude. Given they haven’t started, you can’t attack me,” he said.

      Gabriel nodded, but her muscles spasmed partway, as if she was possessed by something else. “That is… true,” she gasped out. “As Primum, we must always be… exemplars of order.”

      The other Primum stared at Gabriel, as if even more confused than she was.

      Grigor kneeled down beside Rys and rumbled, “We cannot battle them. Even if they hold a fraction of their true power, our losses will be immense.”

      Nodding, Rys looked at his force. While it was sizeable, he only trusted a handful of them to even have a chance against a Primum.

      After all, when he had fought a copy created by the Labyrinth to initially break a power conduit, it had taken himself, Fara, and Grigor combined to win. Defeating five, including the Chief Primum? Insanity.

      But there was one way to pull this off, other than trying to confuse them with their past actions.

      “Asa, keep them busy,” Rys said. “Join us upstairs the moment you can.”

      The empty expression on the succubus vanished, and a series of emotions overcame her. Eventually, she returned to that obedient state.

      “Yes,” Asa said.

      Grigor looked away.

      Stepping forward, Asa raised a hand. In that moment, the Primum prepared to attack. Astral power surrounded all five angels.

      “Move!” Rys roared, summoning hellfire while he gestured to the spiral staircase in the corner of the massive hall.

      A wall of blood red flames sprung from his hands and cut off one side of the room from the other. Golden light consumed the entire other side, and tore into the flames. Rys felt his magic battle against the astral power of the angels.

      The only thing that prevented them from tearing down his spell was its conceptual magic. Rys’s hellfire was bound to the world itself, and that made it nearly impossible to disrupt—even for an angel.

      Grigor and Fred stood behind the blazing wall while the rest of the team charged for the stairs and ascended them. Fara remained by Rys’s side while Alsia hesitated, before being ushered away by her Kinadain elites.

      After what felt like minutes, but had barely been thirty seconds, the hellfire wall collapsed in a blinding rainbow of light. Fara’s tails whirled, but she hissed as her arrays failed to have any effect. Grunts of pain and fury escaped Grigor and Fred as magical blasts tore into them. The fat prince rapidly regenerated, while Grigor merely shrugged off the wounds.

      Rys grabbed Fara and ran toward the stairs. While he did so, he took a glimpse of the battle.

      The Primum had fallen into disarray, fighting among each other. Gabriel defended Asa, her expression full of determination. The same couldn’t be said of the empty-eyed succubus. Of the other four Primum, one appeared to be under Asa’s spell and undertook brutal battle against the others.

      For whatever reason, Mizus seemed the weakest. While the others hurled golden ribbons of flame, fired astral lances capable of blowing holes in enchanted steel, and swung glowing runic weapons around, Mizus did little other than swing wildly with her sword.

      Likely because Rys didn’t know how she fought, and Mizus didn’t belong here. In fact, only Gabriel should even plausibly be here. The Labyrinth drew on his memories, just as it had when it needed to sustain Duar. Perhaps that was why Asa had lost her personality. Her actions suited the challenge, not her actual personality. The chances of her sacrificing herself for him were next to none.

      Rys decided that meant he needed to get as far away from this battle. If he wasn’t nearby, then that might mean the Labyrinth’s connection might weaken.

      Or maybe it would just conjure up some new enemy.

      In any case, he leaped up the stairs four at a time. Grigor and Fred raced after him. Blasts of energy punched into the walls and their hides as they left. Fara cast force barriers to protect them, and winced when an astral lance blew apart a railing next to them.

      “Just run,” Rys snapped, pulling her.

      She heeded his advice.

      Like magic, the moment Rys reached the next story and lost sight of those below, the sound of battle stopped.

      Which was fortunate, as things looked far more troubling up here.

      “Uh, boss, do you have any clue what the hell is going on?” Margrim asked, standing as close to the edge of the room as possible.

      Everyone stood in an empty room that looked identical to the one below, with one major exception.

      The entire center of the room was being consumed by a white void.
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      Rys immediately knew he’d made a mistake. Pain flared within his head as that horrifically familiar scratching began. He felt an awful sensation that put him on the verge of blacking out, and knew that focusing on it would only make matters worse.

      “We need to leave,” he said, holding one hand against his head while attempting to maintain his balance.

      “Rys, what’s wrong?” Fara wrapped her arms around him and held him upright. Her eyes attempted to glean information from him.

      “Can we leave with what is happening below?” Alsia asked. “Regardless, we should prepare ourselves.”

      “No, we just need to go,” he snapped. “Now!”

      Grigor looked between the void and Rys. “If you believe there is something to be fearful of, then so be it. Assemble and prepare to descend!” the prince bellowed to the team.

      While everyone gathered from the corners of the room, Rys tried to focus himself without paying too much attention to the void. Grigor, Fara, and Alsia stepped up to him, leaving Fred and the other senior infernals to keep order nearby.

      “Asa said there was someone here. You believed her,” Grigor noted, before anybody else said anything.

      “She was right,” Rys said. “Somebody is supposed to be here. I just can’t remember them.”

      Four pairs of eyes locked onto him in confusion—two belonging to Grigor. Hardly a surprise, given they didn’t understand a part of this simulacrum that Rys had only theorized about.

      “Orthrus said that this simulacrum is a recreation based on objective fact, observed using its spatial magic. But what I’ve felt suggests it relies heavily on my memories. The Labyrinth powers this place, and it drew on my memories of Duar when we met him. The Primum below are all ones that I’ve met in the past, but Mizus is weakened because I only saw her in a pathetic state. Asa is acting strangely because this recreation is forcing her to act in ways unlike her, so that she doesn’t interfere with the challenge.”

      The others looked at each in surprise, but Grigor ran a hand along his mask. Then he nodded.

      “That would explain much. But it is curious that this recreation is less stable than the last,” he said.

      Rys gulped at that comment. “I’m not sure that’s a coincidence. The Labyrinth is… aware, to some extent. That’s why the warp gate connections are so unsettling. They involve tapping into whatever powers this place for at least a brief moment.”

      Earlier, he had theorized that the angels might have always expected the Cataclysm and this war to play out the way it did. Heaven’s ancient power and presence in this building unsettled him in a primal way.

      Couldn’t the same apply to another ancient primordial entity? The angels didn’t have a monopoly on schemes, and a jailed entity had even more reason to manipulate those who might be able to free it.

      “Rys, if we don’t change history, then—” Fara began to say.

      “We’re past the point of worrying about history. I’m worried about the present,” he said. “Let’s go. Everyone’s ready.”

      As they stepped over to the stairs, Alsia drew up to his side and joined Fara in attempting to hold him steady. He wasn’t that far gone that he needed their help. The headache had settled somewhat as he learned not to dig at his memories.

      The stairs down looked unchanged. That alarmed Rys for some reason.

      They descended.

      “Well, shit,” he said, staring at the white void that greeted them in the room below.

      “Well, boss, I think we officially need to deal with this thing,” Margrim said, but his face was somehow whiter than normal. Impressive for an albino dwarf.

      “I’d ask how, but if this is due to the Labyrinth, then of course it can loop space like this,” Fara said. Her tails shifted behind her. “I can’t sense a damn thing, Rys. It was bad before, but I feel that we’ve entered a closed off space.”

      Realizing that running wasn’t an option, Rys forced himself to face the void. Looking at it hurt.

      But all it consisted of was a sizeable white space that occupied hundreds of square feet in the chamber. On its edges, the stonework seemed to fade out of existence. When Fred poked his halberd across it, he found solid ground but no sound escaped.

      Nothing happened for some time. Most grew bored, and the demons split off into small groups to chat about random nonsense while those with knowledge of sorcery poked and prodded at the void.

      A devil swathed in black from head to toe appeared in front of Rys with a bow. “We have investigated all possible exits, Lord Talarys, including attempting short-range teleportation. I can confirm that there is no means of escape.”

      “Good work. Talk with Grigor about your next job,” Rys said.

      The devil stared at him for several long seconds, as if in disappointment.

      “Fine. Good work, Taras.”

      “My name is Tarasu,” the devil added half-heartedly, but tilted his head. “We shall continue this in earnest in less dire circumstances, Lord Talarys.”

      Rys snorted and waved the infernal away. At least Taras understood why Rys didn’t want to play this game right now. There were bigger fish to fry.

      “I can’t believe you both know it’s a game, and you’re still keeping it going,” Fara said with a shake of her head. “Anyway, why isn’t anything happening?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I expected the Labyrinth to try something by now. It’s not like it didn’t try to kill us earlier.” He frowned. “Maybe it doesn’t need to do anything. We’re trapped here.”

      Alsia ran a finger through her hair. “If it is responsive to your thoughts and memories, is it possible that you are responsible? I don’t know anything about what this entity might be like, but you do.”

      He blinked. Did he?

      So far, he had thought of the Labyrinth as a place with some sort of amorphous entity behind it. The hints he’d received that there was something more dangerous lurking beneath its exterior troubled him, but he’d shrugged them off.

      What could the entity be? The Creator of the Labyrinth itself? One of his creations?

      In either case, Rys imagined some sort of monstrous entity. The Labyrinth itself spawned an endless amount of twisted creations that suggested a lack of care for anatomy or life.

      Alternatively, could the Labyrinth be Orthrus’s true body? Or one of his brethren? Rys suspected that his “partner” was some sort of pre-Emergence being. If the Labyrinth was an entity sealed away inside it, Orthrus fit the bill a little too well.

      And Orthrus was tied to Rys’s existence and his memories. To say nothing of the wisp’s absence right now.

      As if summoned by Rys’s thoughts, a rumbling shook the room.

      In the center of the white void, a small core of blackness formed. The Ashen standing nearby shouted in panic, scrambling backward as the white void rapidly turned pitch black.

      “Defensive positions,” Grigor bellowed.

      The demons, devils, and Kinadain drew their weapons and prepared for a battle. Rys remained behind the front line with his eyes firmly on the unsettling void.

      What first emerged resembled an oversized skull, but with a bony beak attached to it. Or it would have, if bone usually writhed like a mass of living flesh and worms. The eye sockets were somehow darker than the pitch black void that the head emerged from, and Rys immediately looked away.

      He felt something in his mind connect with the beast the moment he made contact with those abyssal sockets. Without a doubt, he knew that the being escaping through this void was the same entity he had sensed through the castle’s power.

      Or at least, this thing was an extension of that entity’s power.

      Hellfire burst uselessly on the skull as the Ashen attempted to destroy it, before Margrim called them off. Its surface remained unmarred.

      Bestial arms covered with matted fur, moss, and pulsing sinew swiftly joined the skull. The monster lacked any semblance of a normal body or natural connections, and instead the arms simply extended directly from the skull. Many hooked scythes replaced hands and fingers on the beast. Ragged tails, as if from wild demihumans, hung from its flesh, as did countless horns of all shapes and sizes.

      Yet despite its monstrous appearance, not a sound was uttered. The entity slid into the world in a nightmarish way, and Rys wouldn’t know it was entering if he wasn’t staring right at it.

      He couldn’t hear, smell, or even feel its arrival. Only see it.

      Then the beak opened, and it let out a soundless roar.

      The lesser demons dropped to their knees instantly, screaming in pain. Most of the devils clapped their hands over their ears to no avail. Grigor, Fred, Fara, and the succubus remained standing but their expressions spoke of the excruciating pain they felt. No blood poured out of their ears, but they looked as though it might.

      To Rys, he felt nothing. And the Kinadain stood frozen, staring at the monster.

      “Rys,” Fara gasped out. “What the hell do we do?”

      For the first time since reawakening, he felt genuinely lost for the best action to take.

      Fortunately, this wasn’t a new position for him to be in. Merely one he hadn’t been in for some time.

      Reaching for the power of the castle, Rys raised his hand and conjured a ball of hellfire. The abyssal monster froze, staring at him. It opened its beak again.

      Rys hurled the ball of hellfire right down its empty mouth.

      This time, he felt the roar. His knees felt weak, and an immense pressure slammed into his mind through the connection he had with the Labyrinth.

      No, he realized. It didn’t strike his mind. It struck the castle.

      However, nobody else reacted this time. The demons and devils shot back to their feet, screeching with fury. Alsia and the Kinadain shook themselves free from their stupors. Tails and warm arms wrapped around Rys.

      He shook Fara off. “I’m fine. Protect the others. Your spiritual techniques will be one of the only things that can protect them from its astral power.”

      “Got it. Don’t die,” the fox said, before rushing off to join Grigor on the front line.

      The prince slammed his axe into the stonework and activated his earth spike Gift. Pillars of earth burst from the ground in a line toward the beast, even from the blackened void. But they exploded uselessly against the monster’s body.

      Hellfire, magical lances, and enchanted weapons had a similarly useless effect. A single sweep of the monster’s arms sent the demons hurtling across the room. A few were banished instantly, but Rys’s mind was too much of a mess to confirm if they had died a true death.

      Only the Kinadain seemed to be spared by the beast. Their magic had little effect, but it refused to strike back against them.

      Gritting his teeth, Rys ordered, “Alsia, have your bodyguards shield the others. The thing won’t harm them.”

      For now. The monster’s arms tried to hook around the Kinadain shielding the Ashen and Lilim, but found itself frustrated. It began to writhe and shake.

      Hellfire continued to slam into it, but in larger bursts. Margrim combined the magic of his Ashen in larger assaults. Curiously, this had some effect. Small slivers of prismatic light shimmered in the air around the beast but it showed no signs of pain.

      Fara’s blue spiritual flames had a similar effect, clinging to the abyssal monster but causing little damage. She stuck to shielding others for the most part given her weakness.

      Which left Rys wondering how to hurt the damn thing. So far, only the power of the castle had worked. A fact which confused him.

      So far, he had suspected that the Labyrinth and Castle Aion were effectively the same thing. By drawing on the castle’s power, he was effectively using its own power against it. That often didn’t work with astral power, as most astral beings were effectively immune to their own concepts. Samael, the Archangel of Death, was effectively immune to a spell imbued with the concept of death, for example.

      Despite that, Rys powered up another blast of hellfire with the castle’s energies and hurled it at the monster. Like before, it roared in pain and anger.

      And also like before, Rys felt his body grow weak and his connection with the castle come under assault. He couldn’t do this too many more times. But it was also the only thing that worked.

      Straightening up, he saw a choice.

      The first was to escape. If the castle’s power was separate to the Labyrinth’s, then Rys might be able to use it to escape this pocket dimension.

      However, was it safe to leave this monster to roam freely? Could it escape into the Labyrinth? What might it do in the larger world?

      Rys’s paternal instincts rose up within him, as did the face of a baby girl waiting for him back in the palace. Somehow, he found this feeling oddly familiar.

      The second choice was the obvious one. To draw on every drop of the castle’s power in a single great ritual, and hit the monster with the strongest hellfire spell possible. Rys had done similar against the Demon Lord Grishaw at the start of the year, but held back for his own safety. Using too much power could harm him in his current state, as much of his strength was sealed away.

      There was no other option, however.

      “Grigor, Fred, Fara, cover me,” he called out.

      Before they could respond, he conjured up an immensely complicated ritual circle. It had four layers, and most of that was dedicated to containing and focusing the power of the castle.

      Sensing danger, the beast flew into a fury. It roared again, nearly breaking Rys’s concentration. Bestial arms knocked the Kinadain aside, as it changed priorities. Grigor and Fred roared as they slammed their weapons and bodies into its bulk.

      Power thrummed as Grigor activated his revival Gift, allowing him to survive the battering he took. Fred’s bulk rippled as chunks were carved from it, only to shimmer and be replaced within seconds. Fara’s force barriers protected Rys from attack, as the monster attempted to hook its gargantuan arms around the princes and strike directly.

      Seconds passed as though they were hours. Fire seared Rys’s muscles, and his mind felt as though it was drowning as it pushed the magical energy through like a sieve. Flickers of light blossomed in his eyes—a sure sign that he was pushing himself too far.

      In the back of his mind, Rys recalled Orthrus’s voice recounting the side-effects of soul alteration.

      “Physical disablement such as blindness or deafness; visual and auditory hallucinations,” the voice said in his mind.

      Sounded a lot like what Rys was on the verge of experiencing. His soul was somehow stable despite all the alteration it had undertaken, but would it survive this spell. Should he stop short?

      Once again, Luara’s face came to mind. He recalled the stupor that Alsia and the Kinadain had been placed under by the monster.

      Resolving himself, Rys reached for the last drops of energy.

      In that moment, the abyssal monster froze.

      Then the entire chamber shuddered, and Rys felt his spell slip away from him. No, he felt the magic itself leave him.

      His vision slammed back into focus an instant later as the room stopped moving.

      Everyone stood in place, staring around themselves in confusion. Many patted themselves or the floor, which was now whole again.

      Rys looked down and saw no signs of his ritual circle. His spell lingered, but the connection to the energy he had drawn on was severed. Not by force, but by distance. As if his ritual circle was an entire world away.

      The monster had vanished along with the void. No traces of it remained, save the wounds it inflicted on everyone.

      “It seems I managed to intervene at just the right time,” Orthrus said, his wisp-like form suddenly appearing next to Rys. “You nearly made a very rash decision.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell was that?” Rys snapped at Orthrus.

      “Something you don’t need to concern yourself with.”

      Rys narrowed his eyes and gripped his axe. Given Orthrus’s intangible form, he couldn’t harm the wisp, but damned if he didn’t feel like trying.

      Nearby, everyone else basically collapsed on the spot. The Lilim remained moving while they healed the wounds of Grigor and the others. The demon prince kneeled on the ground, but waved them off. His revival Gift had ensured he was perfectly fine for the moment.

      “If you could have intervened like that, why not do it sooner? Why am I even undertaking these challenges, Orthrus?” Rys asked.

      “Do you not realize I am attempting exactly that while you are busy with the simulacrum?” Orthrus clacked his beak in an empty chuckle. “The seal’s defenses are sturdy. Only this incident enabled me to override them, and even that was a task. I achieved control over the defenses long ago, but breaching the pocket dimension you were battling inside was an effort.”

      “That seems almost too coincidental,” Rys said.

      If he had cast that spell, he was certain that the abyssal monster would have been destroyed. It had frozen in place a moment before Rys and the others were pulled out of the pocket dimension. Did that mean something?

      “Consider yourself fortunate. From what I observed right before returning you here, you were about to cast a spell that might have proved fatal,” the wisp said. His eyes glowed ominously. “I’ve said before that we are the key to each other’s escape. You must not throw your life away like that. I didn’t expect you to be so altruistic.”

      Rys squared his shoulders. “I felt continents die, Orthrus. Don’t tell me to stand by and let a new Cataclysm start. Again, what the everloving fuck was that monstrosity? What is contained within the Labyrinth? Because not even the plane-bending, writhing monstrosities of Pandemonium felt as fundamentally wrong as that monster.”

      His raised voice drew attention, and Rys realized all eyes and ears were on him. Orthrus bobbed up and down, casting his gaze around the room.

      “Let us speak in detail once we shatter the power conduit. Your soldiers will need time to rest and secure the power slates nearby. Privacy shall be the order of matters.”

      Rys nodded. He doubted that the regular demons needed to understand the true gravity of the situation.

      For one thing, the Labyrinth felt like a secret that had been buried long ago. Likely intentionally.

      Briefly, he remembered that Darus held a secret about the archipelago. He had always refused to access it, as only he could see it and doing so would give him away. But he felt a renewed need to extract every piece of information from them about this place.

      How could the angels maintain a fortress here for nearly two millennia and not do something about such a horrendous beast? What was he missing?

      “If you have control over the defense mechanism, can you free us?” Rys asked.

      “Naturally. Although you defeated the challenge the moment you reached this floor.” Orthrus’s eyes gestured toward the empty room, which no longer contained a void. “The being that should have been here must have been vital to the course of history.”

      “I couldn’t remember them,” Rys admitted. “Does that mean I met them later?”

      His mind ached for a second, and he swiftly stopped thinking about the matter. He had a suspicion about who might have been here, based on comments by others—particularly Sirion.

      But the seal didn’t appreciate his attempt to circumvent its lock on his memories.

      “I feel you know the answer to that,” Orthrus said. “But if mere contact with them could change history, then they are deeply important to you.”

      “Yes, I can tell.” Something resonated in Rys at those words, but he couldn’t place the emotions.

      “Give me a minute.”

      Orthrus’s entire being seemed to glow, and then the world vanished in the blink of an eye.

      They now stood inside a hewn stone chamber, with the typical dome-like shape of the power conduit rooms. An obelisk built from dark stone dominated the room, and was shaped like a multi-pronged pillar. That indicated it was a seal on Rys’s power.

      So the defenses were consistent with the type of seal, he surmised. Historical challenges and pocket dimensions for Rys’s seal. Puzzles and dangerous enemies for Orthrus’s seal. Rys wished he understood why the two were built so differently.

      Before Rys could approach the conduit, a massive hand closed over his shoulder.

      “Rys, in the tower… did anything come back to you?” Grigor asked, his eyes bearing down on his old friend.

      “No. That’s the problem. I couldn’t remember a thing, and that… thing used it against us.” Rys shuddered.

      “Nothing at all?” Grigor asked, an almost sad expression twisting his eyes and maw.

      Rys frowned. “I get shadows of emotions from time to time that I don’t understand. But nothing concrete. Given you can’t tell me what I’ve forgotten, you’re going to need to remember it yourself.”

      Grigor let out the deepest sigh Rys had heard from him since awakening. “Indeed I shall. The fact you have completely forgotten that… person concerns me. My prudence has perhaps been rewarded, as depressing as it might be.”

      “Grigor?”

      “Be very careful in your engagements with Gauron, Rys.” The old prince leaned on his axe. “I would wager your disappearance is linked to machinations I can scarcely imagine, but drawing attention from the wrong people might end everything too soon.”

      There weren’t many individuals on Gauron that had remained active since Rys had been sealed away. Especially not after all the angels had vanished, save the archangels.

      Leaving Grigor behind, Rys joined Orthrus beside the obelisk. It looked the same as the last one. A single swing of his axe would destroy it.

      “You mentioned the last conduit wasn’t the right one. Is that the case this time?” he asked.

      Orthrus hummed. “Indeed. And I’m afraid that I will need to direct you to another Labyrinth now.”

      Rys groaned. “I thought you said this was the only one.”

      “It is. That was a joke.”

      “Stick to being deadly serious,” Rys said. “But were you joking about this being interfered with?”

      “No. This is the power conduit you should have broken last time. Why it’s here…” Orthrus hesitated. “I can’t help but question many matters about this seal. The defenses have been altered, and not to strengthen them. The conduits and seal do not function in their original way. Not to mention that the Labyrinth has been awakened at some point.”

      Ah, yes. This topic.

      Rys wanted to focus on this more than the unanswerable mystery of power conduits he barely understood.

      “Let’s talk about the Labyrinth,” Rys said, casting an aural barrier to keep out eavesdroppers. Fara still tried to listen in, and might be able to breach his magic. “That… thing that attacked me. It planned this out.”

      “It did?” Orthrus turned to face Rys, his glowing eyes somehow expanding within the mass of light. “That’s… I won’t say it.”

      Rys chuckled. “I’m glad you know better than to admit something’s impossible.”

      “I worked with the Labyrinth and Castle Aion in the past. While much of my knowledge remains faded or lost, it still remains a subject I know much of. And part of being knowledgeable means admitting how much I don’t know: which is a lot. Sometimes the most interesting subjects are those with a seemingly endless pool of answers.”

      “Can’t say I agree. But it definitely planned its escape. One of the simulacra—a succubus named Asa—led me right to the void. It attacked me in order to jolt me into action, but Asa handled almost everything. At no point was I in serious danger until I reached the void.” Rys bit the inside of his cheek at the memory.

      Being led around by the nose was a feeling he despised. The challenges so far had been passive, so he hadn’t taken them too seriously. When the Labyrinth intervened, he had lacked a plan.

      The dangers of arrogance seemed to be creeping up on him lately. With the Malus League still active due to his failures earlier this year, it was time for Rys to take decisive action to cement his position.

      Next time he battled the Labyrinth or a powerful mage, it would be from a position of power. If he let minor schemers best him, what chance did he have against foes such as Lacrissa?

      “That’s…” Orthrus fell silent. “I dislike this. Can you still feel it? The entity?”

      “Yes.” Rys hadn’t been able to stop feeling it since the battle.

      Before, the Labyrinth had been a strange presence he only felt when he reached deep into the castle’s power. He had surmised that Castle Aion’s power source was the Labyrinth itself and wisely chosen not to stare too deep or too long into the abyss.

      Unfortunately, sometimes the abyss chose to stare at you anyway. Whether Rys looked back or not didn’t seem to matter.

      “An old infernal I once knew—he’s long dead—told me to be wary of several things: talking swords; revealing too much of my power to the archdevils; and the abyss.” His eyes became distant. “The first two made plenty of sense, especially after a brief encounter with one of the blithering idiots wielding the Doomslayer.”

      “An interesting weapon, although it pales compared to Wrathguard,” Orthrus said.

      “Didn’t expect you to know the Sword of Insanity’s true name.” Rys eyed the wisp.

      “It was forged in my lifetime. An entire race’s enmity encapsulated within a single blade of living steel. History consumed for the sake of a weapon that ended up unused.” The wisp gave one of his dark, clacking chuckles. “A curious name, however. I’m used to it being referred to as the Sword of Destruction.”

      Rys shrugged. He knew both names, but for some reason Orthrus’s mention of the “Sword of Destruction” tickled a memory in his mind. A lost one, presumably.

      “In any case, I never understood what the abyss was. Now I do, which only raises further questions.” His eyes hardened. “The Infernal Empire knew of this place. Presumably, that means the angels do as well. What was that thing and why is it still alive?”

      “Because it is the Labyrinth. More to the point, I doubt even the combined power of the archangels could destroy it. Perhaps their masters might be capable of it, but not the pawns they use to control and manipulate worlds.” Orthrus tried to sneer, but his limited facial features seemed incapable of it. “The Creator bound it to this place as both a power source and the administrator of the Labyrinth. We never learned how, but did place further restrictions upon it.”

      How nice of Orthrus to tell Rys this now. If there were ever a reason not to trust the ancient wisp, this was it. Oodles of ancient knowledge poured out of Orthrus whenever it suited his needs, but never before.

      Knowledge was power to Orthrus, and he relinquished it to others only when absolutely necessary.

      “That’s why you wanted to say it was impossible,” Rys said. “Because those restrictions should stop it from interfering.”

      “Yes. I’m afraid that it might be… loose. Checking is difficult, I’m afraid. I lack the knowledge or power to challenge it. But if the Labyrinth is awakened and its restriction loosened, we will see signs. Namely more monsters and greater activity outside the Labyrinth,” Orthrus explained.

      “That’s nice, but why did it want me?” Rys asked.

      “Because you control the castle, and through it, you are its jailor. If it consumes you, perhaps it might consume its own seal.” Orthrus seemed troubled. “That shouldn’t be the case, however. But your seal has been altered, and I wish to make fewer assumptions than I have so far.”

      Orthrus fell silent and his entire visage seemed to dim. As was annoyingly typical of him, it seemed he had said his piece. Rys needed to work the rest out himself.

      Not that he knew how.

      For the time being, Rys focused on a problem he knew how to handle.

      With a swing of his axe, he shattered the obelisk into fragments.

      Raw, unyielding power rushed through his body an instant later. His blood pounded, head ached, and the world seemed to spin. Magic seemed to seep into his bones and run through his veins, searing him from the inside out.

      Rys fell to his knees with a hiss of pain. He felt blood drip down his hands, and knew that he’d punched his fingers through his own skin.

      “Rys!” Fara yelped.

      Her arms and tails wrapped around him, before she was yanked back by a leotard-wearing Lilim. Mary, the leader of the Lilim, held Fara back while watching her master. Behind her, Grigor loomed with concern.

      “I don’t need soulsight to see how much magical energy is pumping through him right now. Raw infernal energy like that is toxic to you, foxy,” Mary said. “Prince-General?”

      “Rys will be fine,” Grigor grunted out. “This is still far from his true power, and compared to a certain technique of his, this pales in comparison.”

      Mary let out a whistle while Fara stared at them in shock.

      “Amelia said that the boss had some crazy awesome—” Mary began to say, before Rys’s mind blanked out.

      Whatever Amelia knew apparently pertained to a technique he had forgotten. The one benefit of losing consciousness like this was that it drowned out the pain.

      By the time Rys returned to normal, Fara had ignored Mary’s advice and cradled him close. Alsia hovered next to them, her scaly tail lashing back and forth in worry. Her face looked like the powerful mask it typically was, but Rys saw concern deep within her eyes.

      “I’m fine,” he rasped out.

      They glared at him.

      He coughed. “Water.”

      Fara practically drowned him with a summoned jet right down his throat. He shook her in order to get her to stop, and her tails stop swishing wildly.

      “Like I said, I’m fine,” he said, voice normal again. “My throat dried out during… whatever that was.”

      “Grigor seemed to think you should be used to it. Can you really—” Alsia’s voice vanished as she treaded on the same landmine that Mary did.

      “Whatever I can apparently do, I can’t remember. Don’t bring it up,” he said. “The answer is probably yes. For now, I’ve remembered some much more interesting skills. Given the problems confronting us, they’re both incredibly useful.”

      He stood up, but Fara refused to leave him alone.

      Orthrus and the others had wandered off to the exit. The Ashen and noble demons were pulling power slates from beneath a circular stone block.

      Wait, slates?

      “There are more than two power slates here?” he asked, surprised.

      “That’s your concern? Rys, you looked like you were disintegrating from the inside out. Show some fucking concern for your own health,” Fara snapped.

      “I’m better than ever.” He hesitated. “Last time, I mostly regained raw power. This time, my body itself seemed to regain a lot of its lost magic. I’ve told you before that I’m not human. This is proof of that. The seal kept a lot of my raw potential from me, but my body adjusts to the magical energy running through it. I’m more durable now, and even have a larger reserve of energy to draw upon.”

      Rys expected to make extensive use of the latter benefit. Both of his recent battles had proven that he lacked the reserves of energy to adequately power his spells.

      What concerned him was that he hadn’t improved his sorcerous knowledge much. When it came to combat, hellfire was his mainstay. As he had told Graem during their duel last year, magical combat tended to rely on a small number of highly refined and practiced spells. But Rys knew he needed more spells if he wanted to match enemies such as royal devils.

      “Does that mean you’ll last longer in bed?” Fara asked.

      Her cheeks glowed red when he looked at her.

      “What? I thought you’d appreciate something to lighten the mood.” She pouted at him.

      “I don’t think Rys needs more vitality in bed,” Alsia said.

      “No, if I’m going to keep up with all of you, it’s not a bad thing,” he said.

      “I am told you participated in massive orgies as the only man present.”

      “Keyword: orgy. The succubi do a great job of entertaining each other. So far, all of you want my full attention and, for the most part, only my attention.” He smirked.

      “Yeah, let’s keep it that way,” Fara muttered. “I like you, Alsia, but not that way.”

      “Agreed. Although I feel not everyone shares the same opinion,” Alsia said.

      “Mina and Vallis can do whatever they want once they gather up the balls to fuck Rys.”

      Rys gave Fara a bemused smile. “You realize I’m right here, don’t you?”

      “Do you have an opinion on my niece’s horniness? Or Vallis’s?” The fox raised an eyebrow at him.

      “It’s refreshing.”

      “Of fucking course.” Fara rolled her eyes and batted his head with her tails.

      A truly wonderful sensation. His expression only annoyed her more.

      They wandered over to the team pulling up the power slates. It looked oddly similar to a module from the control room, with four hollow slots embedded in the ground. Margrim and some infernals rested nearby, carrying two large black stone slates.

      Rys eyed the empty slots with apprehension. “Four slates?”

      “Nah, only two, boss,” Margrim said between puffs of a cigarette. “The others were empty. Didn’t see anything like this before.”

      Nodding, Rys waved them off, then joined Orthrus and Grigor. Alsia and Fara followed.

      “Are we ready to leave? I feel spending more time beneath Dalyros risks an international incident,” Rys said.

      Grigor grunted in agreement. “Taras is scouting the nearby rooms. We spotted some demihumans lurking nearby and want to ensure there aren’t traps awaiting us.”

      Alsia narrowed her eyes. “Warriors from the Federation?”

      “I believe so. They followed us down here, but for what purpose…” The demon prince shrugged. “There is nothing awaiting them here.”

      “Maybe not,” Rys hedged. “But let’s not leave them clues. Return everything the way we found it, and we’ll take the destroyed shards of the obelisk with us.”

      Honestly, he probably should have done that when he visited Gorgria’s Labyrinth. Who knew what mages might be able to make of the power conduits.

      Throughout it all, Orthrus said nothing. In short order, they were ready to leave.

      As they did, Rys told the wisp, “Only one power conduit lies between me and freedom. Was your comment about needing to visit another Labyrinth truly a joke?”

      Orthrus merely looked at him, but didn’t reply.

      That told Rys that the most likely answer was that the final conduit wouldn’t be so easy to find.

      They trekked up through the floors of the Labyrinth. Fara remained by his side, although Alsia returned to her bodyguards. The total casualties had been fewer than Rys expected from this trip.

      “Both of these historical challenges have been too easy,” Fara said. “Without the memory issues, it almost seems as if defeating that challenge would have been trivial. What’s the purpose of them?”

      Rys frowned. He’d asked himself the same question a lot today.

      “Both challenges involved major events from my past,” he said slowly. “The Fall of Ruathym changed the way I approached leadership and ruling a nation. While the siege of the Last Retreat wasn’t that important, the overall events attached to the end of the war were. I got thrust into a role I wasn’t ready for, lost an entire city, and took a stand in defense of the assets of the city itself.”

      “What?” Fara frowned.

      “When Sirion attacked Vallonis, I prioritized the evacuation. While she refused to ever tell me, I suspect the only reason she waited before sinking the city was because of that. Hundreds of thousands of lives were saved, including some of the greatest engineers, smiths, and mages in the Empire.” Rys laughed bitterly. “I nearly got executed for it. Malusian and Ariel wanted me to sacrifice the city to kill Sirion.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “They were right. If I had thrown the city’s defenses at her, she would have died. But her legion—the First Legion that Gabriel was from—would have still sunk the city.”

      Fara glowered at nothing. After several seconds, she looked at him as if expecting the rest of the story.

      “Duar bailed me out, as always, after I bit back at the archdevils,” Rys said. “I argued that Sirion was replaceable, as she was only one of seven angel lords. But our industrial power lay in the smiths, mages, and engineers who lived in the city—replacing it would take centuries, and the Empire still hadn’t replaced a lot of what it lost in the Cataclysm.”

      “Everything seems to come back to the Cataclysm,” Fara noted.

      He gave her a questioning look.

      “Seriously? Rys, you’ve said you became a general because of it. Your outlook on the world is shaped by what you experienced. You’re entwined with the angels because the infernals warred with them following it. And would the Empire have fallen if the Cataclysm hadn’t happened? I’ve been told that it was in some sort of multi-century civil war.”

      Damn. Fara had a point.

      Rys had always known the Cataclysm was important to him, but…

      No, there were many other significant events following it. What Fara was describing were the historical events that had been shown by the Labyrinth. That meant something.

      “To go back to your original question, I’d wager that these challenges aren’t physical,” he said. “But mental and emotional. They want me to prove that I can confront and understand my history. But the final one…”

      “Well?”

      He smiled bitterly. “If I was to present myself a true challenge, it would be simple. The past two have been guaranteed losses that I can’t win, so the solution was to think outside the box. But what if I needed to lose in the past in order to change history? And what if that loss needed to be catastrophic?”
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      The journey back to the palace was an uneventful one. Other than the final battle against the abyssal monster, little of interest had occurred. Rys voiced as much while the infernals trudged away and the Kinadain rested.

      Margrim shot Rys a strange look. “Boss, I think you see things differently to us underlings. This all might be old hat to you but…” He puffed on his cigarette and thought about his next words with a creased brow. “I don’t know if you can understand how I feel. The Infernal Empire isn’t just history to us, it’s a legend. Myth, almost. A time when infernals had actual power and walked Harrium freely.”

      A few eavesdropping infernals paused what they were doing and nodded along to the Ashen’s words. Grigor and Fred leaned on their weapons with curious expressions.

      Rys gestured for Margrim to continue.

      “That probably seems normal to you,” Margrim said. “But save for a handful of relics like the princes over there”—he gestured to Fred and Grigor—“the Empire exists only in stories. Infernals bicker and war over wasteland, duel in meaningless courts, and squabble over nonexistent resources. Whenever we’re summoned, it’s almost always the weakest of us in the service of some mage with a head the size of a continent who barely understands how to use his own magic.”

      Rys snorted. “That part hasn’t changed. Most mages, elven or otherwise, were pretty full of themselves.”

      “But it sounds like they could summon the big boys. I don’t think there have been serious infernal summonings since the shadowbeasts attacked, and the angels lent a hand there.” Margrim puffed on his cigarette again. “Anyway, my point is, unlike last time where we saw the collapse of a dream, this was the Empire’s true power. An army that stretches across the damn horizon, full of infernals of all types, arrayed against Heaven itself. You even spoke to fucking Araunth. So, yeah, this was a pretty big deal.”

      When Rys surveyed those nearby, he only saw agreement. Even Fara and Alsia nodded along to Margrim’s words.

      “You don’t even know about Hell,” he told them.

      “I appreciated the scale of the Last Retreat and the siege even without it,” Fara said. “Also, while you bring up a lot of stories, it’s another thing to see a monster like Araunth in person.”

      Alsia added, “There is no city or fortress close to the size of the Last Retreat. The army alone dwarfed the population of many cities here. I wish that I could show others the sight we first saw, because it is an image of a world entirely foreign to us.”

      Privately, Rys wondered if that opinion was shared by the older Kinadain. Given the Saints appeared to have some knowledge of the war against Gauron and Pharos from decades prior, he suspected they might not be so easily awed.

      But he did take their words into consideration. The world was a much smaller place than it had been, with far less power strutting about.

      The group broke up, and Rys snatched up both power slates. Grigor spoke with his lieutenants, organizing increased patrols.

      “Margrim, we’ll need a permanent watch on the entrance to the Dalyros Labyrinth,” Grigor said.

      “Got it. I’ll chat with those Black Sorcerer folks. They set up something interesting for their old boss, and I reckon we’ll need the same thing.”

      Grigor nodded. “Terrailin, palace security will need to be greatly reinforced. We have firmly come into the sight of a larger power. A natural assumption is that they will assess our strength, both from within and without.”

      “Uh, isn’t that sort of thing Lady Mina’s domain.” Terry scratched the back of his thick neck. He was a fairly standard-looking noble demon, with a birdlike visage, and commanded the palace’s security.

      “Yes, but she will accomplish little without physical support. Consider it a learning experience for both of you. And keep an eye on the other foxes.” Grigor’s eyes glowed for a moment, before returning to their dull ember-like state.

      After the younger infernals left, Rys approached Grigor. Fara followed behind, apparently convinced that she needed to glue herself to Rys at the hip today.

      “Make yourself useful,” Rys said and dumped the power slates into her arms.

      Her tails puffed up behind her as she visually bristled at his words, but her pout only caused Rys to grin.

      “You’re an asshole, you know that?” Fara said.

      “That really is my pet name, isn’t it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Pet names are things you call your love when you’re being soft and mushy.”

      “And you aren’t?”

      If her hands weren’t full, she would have hit him. Instead, her tails waved behind her in a menacing fashion. Rys smirked at her, egging her on.

      She slumped and looked away. “I’d do it if I hadn’t seen what happened earlier.”

      “I’m fine, Fara. If anything, your force blasts probably do even less than before. Except your tails. Those are excruciatingly painful to be struck by. You should hit me with those any time you feel even vaguely annoyed by me.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re going to ask to fuck my tails one day, Rys?” she asked.

      “Alsia already tried that.”

      “So I’ve heard. And no, you’re not sticking your dick into my tails. I can’t even imagine the cleaning it would require.”

      Damn. Guess he’d need to push harder.

      Grigor stood nearby, doing his best to fade out of existence while he waited for them to stop bickering. When Rys turned to face his old friend, Grigor shifted and stared down at him.

      “Well?” Grigor rumbled.

      “I’ll have something for you shortly,” Rys said. “With this seal, I’m certain I’ve uncovered all of my lost knowledge about infernal summoning. That includes techniques I was experimenting on shortly before I was sealed away. It still needs some polishing, but if it works then I can finally reward you for your patience.”

      “There is no need for a reward. My service is and always will be without question.”

      “All the more reason to reward you.” Rys slapped his old friend on a muscled arm. “Also, the stronger you are, the stronger I am.”

      Grigor grunted, but there was a gleam of something else in his eyes.

      “I don’t know the side-effects, however. The process might put you out of commission for a while, which is why I need time to polish it up. So prepare your subordinates for a potentially extended absence, and let me know a good time.” Rys frowned. “If it works for you, I might even be able to reward some of the others. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to grant power to infernals who support me.”

      “Do you need recommendations?” Grigor asked.

      “Your actions tell me everything I need to know. Plus, I’ve had a couple of infernals in mind for a promotion.”

      The demon prince nodded, then lumbered off. With a glance back at Fara to confirm she still held onto the power slates, Rys then ascended the stairs into the palace sub-levels.

      They made their way to the control room of Castle Aion. As expected, it looked identical to the last time he’d been here. Nobody came here, and it couldn’t be altered or adjusted by anyone save Rys.

      The control room was split into several modules, each of which contained several slots for power slates. Almost all of them were empty.

      The modules powered every aspect of the castle: its overall power; its construction capacity; a magical energy supply for summoning and Rys’s spells; and a final module that connected to the Labyrinth in some way.

      Given that the strange entity still loomed in Rys’s mind, hovering far too close to the castle’s magical presence, he decided to ignore the Labyrinth module again.

      Without hesitating, Rys slotted a slate each into the construction and summoning modules. Fara raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Last time you did this, it took you a while to decide on what to do with them. Why the fast decision this time?” she asked.

      “Because I’ve been chafing at my restrictions. My summoning skills are at their peak, but I need an external power source to maintain large scale summons. At the same time, war looms and the palace is entirely unprepared for it. A surprise attack would be devastating.”

      Fara’s tails lowered. “You expect them to lay siege to the palace?”

      “The League have already snuck a major force past our borders before. We know they have teleportation technology. What if they use it to sneak in a more dangerous force to conduct a decapitation strike?” Rys made a chopping motion at his own neck. “It’s what I’d do. Grigor is concerned about the Federation, but I nearly killed Maliah. He’ll take a shot at me soon enough.”

      “Fair. I’ll come up with some security ideas myself and speak to Nia about this. Now that you’ve resolved the situation with Marin, the village has left convalescence and is active again.”

      “Shouldn’t that be Mina’s role?” he asked.

      Fara snorted. “She rammed your cock down Marin’s throat. The new liaison won’t dare to disobey you, but she’s so catty with Mina that it hurts. Sarae doesn’t seem much better off, but I think that’s out of fear of Imira’s influence.”

      “I’ll need to visit Marin soon then, if she’s giving Mina trouble.”

      “Don’t. Mina needs to learn to deal with the consequences of her actions. She got pissy because you offered your cock to Marin before she’d had a taste, and damaged an important relationship.” Fara grinned. “Given her attitude, maybe she can salvage it and give you something nice.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “Mina’s been talking to you about her plans, hasn’t she?”

      “I got her drunk in the hot spring and she spilled about her… fascination with her sister.” Fara shook her head. “If Sarae weren’t already hot and bothered about you, I’d admonish Mina, but this just seems like a game to them. Ariko was just as spicy as her daughters. I’m glad she’s stayed away so far.” A haunted expression crossed Fara’s face.

      “Is she truly that bad?”

      “She’s already suggested a foursome with you,” Fara said flatly.

      Rys counted out his fingers then frowned. “Who’s the third? Mina?”

      “Nia.”

      “She’d bite my cock off.”

      “Ariko doesn’t always think about those sorts of things.” She laughed. “So, if you have more summoning power, does that mean you’re bringing back who I think you are? Mina’s nervousness will reach a whole new level if you are.”

      He nodded.

      There was one infernal he had wanted to summon almost since awakening. The trip back to his past had only reinforced that fact.

      “Find Mina and bring her to the Labyrinth entrance,” he said.

      Fara left, leaving him to set up the summoning ritual.

      Three, in fact.

      In recovering his lost summoning knowledge, he had learned more than just some tricks to strengthen Grigor. Much of what made him such a powerful summoner was that he could stretch his magic much further than most. With that knowledge returned, he could refine his summoning rituals and maintain more links at once.

      Not only had he increased the amount of power available to him for summoning, but he stretched it further. With a war on the horizon and Darus aware of his presence, Rys refused to waste time.

      Not that he could summon every infernal he wanted to at once. The magical reservoir he used for summoning was also how he remained active outside the palace, so burning it all on servants was wasteful. He’d bulk out the numbers of succubi, Ashen, and demons as he needed them.

      For today, his focus was on specific agents.

      By the time Fara returned with Mina, several infernals had gathered to watch. They kept their distance, unsure if they were allowed to watch what might be a private ritual. At the same time, many wanted to see who the new arrivals might be. Unlike with Fred’s summoning, Rys had made no preparations this time.

      Tyrisa was the only infernal willing to approach him. The petite knowledge devil was Vallis’s aide and the Chief of Staff of the palace. In practice, this meant she handled all the paperwork and kept things orderly. Too orderly for the tastes of many. Alsia and Maria glowered at the devil whenever they got the chance.

      She looked like the spitting image of Darus, but wore a tight-fitting black suit with a pencil skirt and a V-neck blazer that attempted to show off a valley she didn’t possess. Tyrisa looked like almost every Calosceme knowledge devil in existence, and was as flat and petite as them. The candy cane horns sticking out of her lavender hair differentiated her.

      “There are names on all of these summoning circles,” Tyrisa noted, frowning at them. “You have specific individuals in mind?”

      “In two of the cases, yes,” Rys said, waving to Fara and Mina. The foxes had paused on the far side of the gathering of infernals. “If I don’t summon them now, I’m worried there won’t be a chance.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Fara said. “This is about those twins you mentioned, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” He nodded, and noticed Tyrisa’s wide eyes. “Don’t tell me you forgot about the Darus Twins?”

      “Of course not,” Tyrisa said. “I just… You really think they’re a threat to other noble devils?”

      “I mean, they’re competition, aren’t they?” Mina said. “Do you know if these will work, Rys?”

      “Yes. Asa’s translation Gift is still functional. As for Harah, I know her true name and it still holds power. So she’s not dead yet and there’s only one way to avoid a true name binding,” he said.

      “What’s that?”

      Tyrisa rolled her eyes. “Be summoned already, duh.”

      Mina opened her mouth to retort, but thought better of it. In this case, the answer was somewhat obvious.

      “Who are you summoning with the third ritual?” Fara asked.

      “A bodyguard for Vallis, primarily. I dislike how little I left her with when I left to battle Avolar.” Rys’s expression darkened.

      All he’d had to offer her in the case of an attack was to hide and contact him for help.

      When the League had ambushed her, he’d nearly arrived too late. Sarae still insisted she never planned to harm Vallis, but Rys knew he’d never know for sure. As an agent of Pharos, Sarae did as ordered. Right now, her orders were to be a pliable little fox for him.

      “I’m glad,” Fara said quietly. “Although I do worry what sort of bodyguard you might summon.”

      “The non-threatening sort.”

      All three women blinked, looked at each in other confusion, then stared at Rys.

      “I thought bodyguards were supposed to be threatening,” Mina said.

      “Not that way,” he said, amused. “I’m summoning an Arcas Devil, and a fairly powerful one at that. But she’s… well, you’ll see what I mean.”

      He laughed at their confused expressions.

      Mina looked at the other two, even more confused than the rest. “I’ve heard the term before, but what is an Arcas Devil?”

      “Some sort of devil focused on combat. I know they’re flat and love fighting. They don’t sound like bodyguard material to me, but Rys knows his infernals better than I do.” Fara shrugged.

      Explanations over, Rys stepped up to Asa’s summoning circle. He conducted a few last minute checks to ensure its integrity, then turned back to face Mina.

      “I suspect you’ve heard about the succubus I’m summoning. Don’t worry too much about her,” he told his spymaster.

      “Easier said than done,” she muttered. “Grigor and Fred talk so highly of her, and just her name scares the shit out of the succubi.”

      “Trust me when I say you’ll get along with her, so long as you don’t try to compete with her.”

      “Trust. I can do that.” Mina nodded and a broad grin crossed her face.

      Somehow, it felt like cheating to tell Mina to trust him. He hated doing that for exactly this reason. The busty fox rolled over like the canine she was the moment he played the card.

      But if he didn’t then she’d eat herself in worry over Asa.

      Turning away, Rys began the summoning ritual. He reached out with his magic and activated the circle. A flash of red light and shadow erupted from it, before fading away almost as fast.

      Rys blinked at the woman who appeared in front of him.

      Yes, this was Asa. She remained the same tanned, lascivious, hellishly attractive woman that he had seen in the simulacrum and from his memories.

      What had changed was everything else.

      Her black hair was no longer done up in glossy curls, but was instead a tangled mess done up in rough braids that fell past her shoulders. The glittering dresses she wore everywhere were nowhere to be seen, replaced by skintight black shorts and a crimson top that looked to be on the verge of exploding as it struggled to keep in Asa’s gargantuan tits.

      “I see you at least still do your nails,” he noted, nonplussed.

      Asa grinned at him, and it stretched farther across her face than almost any he’d seen her make before. “You always liked it when I ran them along your back, or your ears, or just beneath your balls during a massage. Plus they look pretty. I’ve been thinking about painting them purple instead of blood red next time, but I’d need to find some matching clothes.”

      “I don’t think that’d be a problem here,” Rys said. “What happened to keeping up appearances?”

      “I realized how pointless it all was after I got kicked out of Lacrissa’s court. Took me a few centuries, though.” Her expression dimmed, and he saw the raw hunger in her eyes. “You’re alive. Truly. This damn circle of yours blocks my soulsight, but I’ve felt your summoning rituals so many times before. Your power curls around my essence with the same level of comfort as your seed filling my womb, Ryssie.”

      Fara and Mina spluttered behind him in response to Asa’s comment.

      “Don’t call me that,” Rys said.

      “Uh huh.” Asa looked at the peanut gallery. “You, fluffy tail, what do you call him when he’s balls deep in you?”

      Both foxes pointed at themselves, but Mina quickly deferred to Fara.

      “Asshole, mostly,” Fara said, feeling her cheeks glow.

      “Wow, Rys, you vanish for 1500 years and become a sub.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Care to say that in bed.”

      “Gotta let me out of this circle before I can,” Asa purred. She froze, and her eyes oozed with unrepentant thirst. “You are, aren’t you?”

      Apparently he had waited far too long before summoning her.

      Or maybe just the right amount of time. Asa’s strength still beat against him as he reached out to bind her. Right now, the only reason he could control her was because she was willing. She remained a noble devil on par with weaker royal devils, and forcefully claiming her was still beyond him, even if he was stronger than her.

      If he’d tried earlier, she might have realized he was weaker than she was and tried to take him by force. The hunger in her eyes concerned him.

      Asa had always desired him, but never like this.

      A moan escaped her at the same moment the circle flashed.

      Then she blurred across the room and slammed into him. Quicker than he could blink, she had his cock out. It was still limp, despite the amount of flesh she was showing.

      Asa didn’t even hesitate. A blast of lust slammed into Rys. His mind stood steadfast, as his increased power allowed him to shrug off her mental attack.

      But his cock had a different opinion and rocketed to full mast. Loud slurping sounds filled the room.

      “Holy shit,” Mina said, eyes wide. “Is it usually that big?”

      Fara gave her niece a look. “Yes? You must have a weird perspective from up in the ceiling.”

      Her cheeks glowed with embarrassment, but Mina continued watching.

      Rys peeled Asa off his cock. She glared at him.

      “I’ve waited 1500 years for this,” she said, her impressive muscles tensing. “Can the talking wait until after I’ve had at least one go at your drinking fountain?”

      Worded like that, who was he to say no to his favorite man-eater?

      A little while later, Asa pulled away and licked the last droplets of white from her lips. She patted his pants closed. Then her hands lingered.

      “Later,” he said firmly, physically preventing her from pulling his dick out again.

      Asa grumbled, then took a few steps back. Her eyes flicked down to his crotch every few seconds, however.

      “So, what’s going on? I figured something was going on recently. Grigor vanished. Then I heard Fred did as well. Knowledge devils started disappearing in huge numbers, although the fact that many of their Gifts deactivated was a point against you. Once some of the independent succubi vanished, I figured you were back.” Asa’s eyes gleamed. “One of Ariel’s spymasters vanished. Then Darus went nuts recently. I cracked her general’s head in—if you can even call that dipshit demon prince a general.”

      Damn. So Rys’s strategy had kept Darus herself away from Asa, but the knowledge devil had still sent an agent her way.

      “You mean Lance? Grigor mentioned him,” Rys asked.

      “Yeah, him. I’ve heard he’s pretty tough, but he lacked resistance against mental Gifts.” Asa shrugged. “Anyway, what are you even doing that you need to lay low?”

      “Short version: somebody sealed me away for 1500 years and I don’t have all my power back. You can ask Grigor for the long version if you care,” he said.

      “Mmm. Maybe over drinks. Got some catching up to do with my baby prince, especially as he should be less of a gloomy sad sack now.” Asa smirked and wrapped an arm around Rys’s shoulders. “So what are you actually doing? You’ve got yourself some great material here. Two cute fluffs here, a knowledge devil, lots of infernals, and I see some Lilim there.”

      “Don’t play around,” Rys said.

      “I’ll be good,” she purred. “I’ve waited 1500 years to sink my pussy onto your dick. If there’s ever a case of not knowing what you’ve got until it’s gone, you’re it. Like, shit, the moment I wound up back in court with a bunch of mouthbreathing succubi shitting in each other’s mouths I realized how good I had it. If you try to vanish again, Rys, I’m claiming your soul for myself.”

      “I don’t think you understand what vanishing means, Asa.”

      “Who’s the spymaster here? If I say I can do it, I can do it.” She puffed out her chest, and several threads holding her top together snapped.

      For a moment, Rys thought he’d see her tits go free, but her clothes held up.

      “I’m guessing that’s why you want me, anyway?” she asked.

      “Actually, the job is different.” Rys gestured for Mina to approach, and the fox bounced over nervously.

      “Um, I’m Mina, Rys’s spymaster,” she said, giving Asa a half-bow.

      Asa stared at the little fox. Then she reached out with a hand and tickled one of Mina’s ears.

      The fox yelped and leaped behind Rys. “Don’t touch those! They’re sensitive. Only Rys is allowed.”

      “What if we’re in bed together?” Asa suggested.

      Mina pouted. “Rys.”

      “Be nice, Asa,” he said.

      Asa’s eyes widened. “Oh my god, you’re making her wait. You’re fucking cruel. Just bend her over and rail her, Rys.” She shook her head. “I’ve sensed your lust since he bound me, little foxy. How many times a day do you need to change your panties?”

      “I just said to be nice,” Rys said, watching as Mina’s tails drooped and her face lit up like a cherry. “I want you to be an independent auditor of sorts. Mina does her job, you keep an eye on things and stop the other succubi from burning things down with their infighting.”

      Asa nodded. “Oh. Well, that suits me. If I don’t need to boss around the dumb sluts myself, all the better. Plus, if I get to watch over a cute little fox like this and see her learn how great your cock is, all the better.”

      “Are you going to be like this all the time?” Mina asked.

      “I’m a succubus, so yes.”

      “Hyrie isn’t this bad.”

      Asa mouthed the name a few times, then tilted her head. She gave Rys a questioning look.

      “Hyrie is the lead succubus here. She’s… well, quite weak compared to you or anyone close to Lacrissa’s inner circle.” He shrugged.

      “Ah, one of the independent succubi who vanished.”

      One of.

      Remembering the last time he had ignored infernal summons, Rys asked, “Asa, how many independent succubi have vanished lately?”

      “Quite a few. Everyone has been fairly active in independent territory lately. Too many power players either left or stopped defending their territory.” Asa looked thoughtful. “I’m guessing you’re not behind all of them.”

      “No.”

      Damn. Not only did it sound like somebody else was summoning or recruiting succubi, but other powers in Hell might be aware of his return.

      At this point, Rys needed to assume everyone in Hell knew he had returned. Throwing caution to the wind was the wisest option.

      “Anyway, I have more devils to summon,” he said, then moved onto the next circle.

      Asa whistled as she recognized the name there. “Harah. Bitch lost your scythe in a duel with her sister, you know.”

      “Grigor told me.”

      With a snap of his fingers, Rys accomplished… nothing.

      The circle glowed red, but only dimly. No grand flash of red light or shadow.

      Concerned, he used infernal sorcery to check on the status of her true name. It still resonated with power. Harah hadn’t died in the past few minutes. Even if Darus was literally ripping the devil limb from limb right now, Harah should have been summoned.

      Which left only one option—

      “Somebody beat you to her,” Asa said, surprise leaking into her tone. “That’s fucking dumb.”

      “Is it? If she’s so powerful, won’t she be a threat?” Fara asked.

      Asa cackled. “Please. Harah’s a fucking klutz at the best of times. How do you think Rys knows her true name? She was a royal devil who failed to assassinate him so many times that she ended up addicted to his cock.”

      “More to the point, she can’t threaten me anyway,” Rys said. “I can’t use her, but if she shows in front of me then I can bind her within seconds. That’s how true names work.”

      Still, the fact that somebody had beaten him to his property annoyed him. It was a primal annoyance, and one that he hadn’t felt for a long time. Claiming Harah and seizing her from Ariel’s clutches had been the work of decades—his plan to steal Harah’s true name had required significant trickery.

      Hopefully, the man responsible was nearby. Rys didn’t want to wait decades to enjoy her.

      “Let’s move on,” he grunted out.

      “Ooh, somebody’s pissy,” Asa taunted.

      He shot a glare at her, and she raised her hands in surrender.

      The final summoning went off without a hitch.

      The Arcas devil who appeared was an oddball in terms of appearance. Snow white hair, empty red eyes, pale skin, and a short, lithe body with flared hips that reminded him of Sarae, but with a much smaller chest. Her body gave her the appearance of a lost waif.

      But then there were the glowing, skeletal red wings that stretched out from her back and throbbed with intense power, even through the summoning circle. A black greatsword nearly as thick as her body slumped in her hands, and the demonic runes on it gleamed with an eerie red light.

      “I’ve wondered where that sword got to,” Rys mused. “Do you know who made that sword?”

      The woman tilted her head at him, her eyes empty of both thought and emotion. “You.”

      “Huh. So you do recognize me.”

      “No. The power that summoned me resonates in these runes. This sword has been my companion for centuries. I know it better than myself. Are you my master now?” she asked, her voice almost completely lacking in tone.

      “Do you want me to be?” he asked.

      “I do not care. If you wish me to serve you as a weapon, ask, and I shall destroy anything that you desire,” she said.

      “You’ll serve as more than a weapon,” he said. “I don’t bind devils for individual tasks.”

      She didn’t react.

      Rys sighed.

      “Wow. You’ve got some balls summoning one of Argran’s personal warriors,” Asa said with a low whistle. “Her name’s Freisa, isn’t it?”

      He turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “You know her.”

      “Word reached me on the grapevine. Some upstart Arcas devil wanted the power to match Krisanem and begged everyone who would listen for it. Eventually, Argran took an interest and granted her a couple of Gifts. His own greater replacement Gift and some sort of offensive causality-bending Gift,” she said. “Lacrissa got pissy and fucked with her head, though. Which is why she’s like this.”

      Asa temporarily put on a stupefied expression and waved a hand in front of her face like an idiot.

      Mina frowned. “She sounds… damaged. Are you sure it’s alright to rely on her?”

      Anger simmered in Rys at the news that Freisa’s current state was due to his old mistress. He suppressed his emotions, however. The Arcas devil hadn’t responded to anything they’d said.

      “I can’t undo what Lacrissa’s done,” he said, voice cold enough to cause Fara, Mina, and Tyrisa to flinch. “I found her because Argran trusts her power enough to keep her in his court, and I doubt he’ll care if I borrow her. If you can work something out to fix her, Asa, go ahead.”

      Asa gulped. “I’ll, uh, talk with the Lilim.” Then she muttered, “Forgot how much you hated the old queen bitch.”

      He pretended he hadn’t heard her say that.

      Turning back to Freisa, he said, “Freisa, I’ll ask again, do you want to serve me?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Are you saying that because you think it’s what I want to hear?”

      “Yes.”

      Damn. Well, he wasn’t going to say no to a warrior like her. At least he knew he’d have a reliable bodyguard for Vallis. A shame his own mental manipulation Gift was locked away by the seal, as he might be able to help her.

      With a pulse of his power, the circle glowed and bound Freisa to his will. Despite the immense power in her frame, her weak will made it trivial to bind her. She gasped at the feel of his power.

      “This is…” she moaned. “Master Talarys, I serve.”

      “You’ll be the bodyguard of Viceroy Vallis Tornnes. Follow all of her orders. Tyrisa will lead you to her, and I’ll refine your instruction later,” he said.

      A shadow of a pout graced Freisa’s lips. “Yes, Master.”

      “You don’t need to call me master.”

      “Understood, Master.”

      Was that a joke?

      After Tyrisa led the new devil away, Asa crept up to him and slipped an arm around his shoulder.

      Her voice whispered in his ear, “You should just fuck her, you know. I bet she’d be more responsive than you know, if she has to follow orders as specified.”

      “No,” he said.

      “You’d wake her up,” she suggested.

      “Wow, and I thought I was horny,” Mina said. “I have stuff to do and I suspect you’ll be busy for a long time, Rys, so I’ll make like a good fox and shoo.”

      Asa grinned. “Making plans to watch, are we?”

      Mina’s eyes widened.

      “I think we’ll get along great,” Asa purred. “Why don’t we slip away to your bedroom, Ryssie, so I can show your cute little spymaster how a real succubus fucks?”
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      As Asa settled in—or more realistically, turned the palace upside down—Rys turned his attention to a matter he’d left dormant for some months.

      Darus.

      After he discovered the note in their knowledge Gift, they had actively resisted his attempts to use it. The curtained pocket dimension remained empty every time he visited it, and no new notes greeted him.

      As he had told Orthrus, Rys could force the Twins to appear or to make their knowledge available to him in another way.

      The Gift’s rules were absolute. No matter how powerful the Darus Twins might be, their Gift was a connection to their very essence. The magic that enabled infernals to create Gifts was a racial one and reigned supreme over even the might of the Devil Queen or the cunning of Kauros.

      But Rys wasn’t as interested in the knowledge as he was in meeting Darus herself. If he pushed her, then their ability to meet in person might be destroyed entirely.

      Finally, it seemed she was willing to meet him. He had sensed a shift in the Gift recently, but had ignored it in favor of preparing for the Labyrinth dive.

      The room looked as it always had. Lavender curtains that ascended endlessly, and an impermeable darkness surrounding a circle of warm light. A ornate round table in the center was furnished with three stools, as was typical.

      This time, however, the cups and pots were already laid out. They were the typical fine china and steam puffed out from the spouts of the pots.

      Rys took his usual seat. Before he could pour himself a cup of coffee, two hands gripped his.

      “No, darling, let us,” two lust-filled female voices whispered into his ears.

      A pair of identical young women slipped into his vision, both wearing elegant black and blue dresses. The color of each dress was the reverse of the other, enabling Rys to tell them apart—for what little it mattered.

      The Darus Twins had two bodies and one will, and otherwise looked like extraordinarily beautiful Calosceme knowledge devils. If Tyrisa used magic to smooth out her body, spent an excruciatingly long time on makeup, and wore a frilly dress that revealed equally frilly lingerie, then maybe she might look like the Darus Triplet.

      The ghostly white skin, long lavender hair, and haunting beauty of Darus reminded Rys of why he had slept with them in the first place.

      Some days he questioned his decision.

      “Finally found the time to talk to me?” he asked, picking up his cup once they poured coffee into it.

      “You should know better than to rush a lady,” one Twin said with a pout.

      “Yes. We needed to do our makeup, mentally prepare ourselves, and even physically prepare ourselves.” They both broke down into giggles while their fingers traced their crotches. “Oh, and we also had to prepare a gift for you. Do you want to see it?”

      They raised their fingers, as if preparing to summon something.

      “I think I’ll pass. I’m here for knowledge, not pampering,” he said.

      Darus glared at him with four eyes. “Oh, but we were only responding to your request. Didn’t you want to know about these women? We can show you everything you need to know about their… current state.” Their eyes gleamed menacingly while they giggled.

      “No, I’m good,” he said, draining his cup.

      He’d known what the results might be when he wrote down the names of so many devils here. It seemed Darus had been busy.

      They stared at him in confusion. After a few seconds, they pouted. “You never cared about them, did you?”

      “Not really.”

      “I told you he wouldn’t have put down so many of Lacrissa’s sluts,” one of the Twins spat at the other.

      “He could have been trying to lure them over. They’re some of the last true succubi around, after that muscle brained idiot got herself thrown out of court,” the other said.

      Rys resisted the urge to point out that said “muscle brained idiot” was currently lazing around in his palace. That might cause this meeting to end abruptly.

      The Twins rounded on him, their purple eyes glowing. “Why?”

      “Because we’re enemies, aren’t we? This is what enemies do. Waste the resources of the other, use them against other enemies, sabotage them.” Rys smirked. “Tell me, is the recent intrusion into the independent territories the result of your meddling in Ariel’s and Malusian’s courts?”

      Their little hands balled up in rage as their bodies shook.

      “You haven’t changed at all,” one whispered, glaring at the ground with tears in her eyes.

      “No, he hasn’t.” The other sighed lustfully. “I do wish this were real. You could bend us over and remind us of how great you truly are.”

      “He’s not bending us over. We’re going to tie him up and ride him for long enough to make up for the last 1500 years.”

      The two giggled and pressed their hands together while leaning over the table.

      Rys ignored their antics and merely poured another cup of coffee.

      “This would be threatening if you had anything on me,” he said. “You know I’m back, but what else are you going to do? I could be anywhere.”

      “You’re in the Tolaran Archipelago, still using the name ‘Talarys,’ and the king of a new kingdom,” they said jointly. “You’ve been fairly active, but few people pay much attention to your name given how long it’s been since you’ve been active. The fact your city was lost during the shadowbeast invasion means even fewer realize your name means something.”

      He felt his blood run cold, but refused to show it. “And? Why don’t you tell me how you know this?”

      The Twins shook visibly for several moments. “The Malus League is aware of your activities and was able to feed them to me through an exchange of knowledge.”

      “With who?”

      This time, they smiled. “Uh, uh, uh. My dealings with other mortals are strictly private. Even to you, darling. The conditions of the summoning prevent me from telling you the identity of the summoner, their location, or what I told them.”

      Fortunately, it didn’t prevent them from telling him what the summoner told her.

      “Are you active on Gauron?” he asked. “You can’t hide this, no matter what contract you’ve made.”

      They laughed. “Oh, darling, do you think we’re that silly?”

      “People can be rather stupid when their mind is addled with lust.”

      Both women tilted their heads, but in opposite directions.

      “He has a point,” one said.

      “We’re not addled.”

      “Clearly, or else we would have allowed ourselves to be summoned so that we could claim our darling for ourselves.”

      The second twin scoffed. “And be defiled by the binding of another man?” Both twins faced Rys with watery eyes. “We will never accept the touch of any other than you, darling.”

      “I’m touched,” he drawled.

      Honestly, he would have preferred otherwise, if only to avoid these complications.

      “But truly, darling, we’re not so dumb as to work against you ourselves,” they said. “You have access to almost everything we know. If we are summoned, then we’ll be a double agent against ourselves. So we must rely on cat’s paws and agents, and keep them at arms length. A concept I’m sure you’re well acquainted with.”

      But they had ratted out the Malus League earlier. That narrowed down the suspects.

      It also meant that even if Darus didn’t intervene directly, he needed to expect powerful infernals to assist the League. Not to mention the possibility of assistance from Gauron.

      “Who have you sent?” he asked.

      They scowled. “Sesrah. She remains undefiled, unlike her slut of a sister.”

      Harah might be many things, but Rys would be impressed if she had slept with anybody other than himself. She tended to murder anyone who touched her.

      Then again, Darus’s definition of “slut” seemed to be painfully broad.

      “And?”

      “That’s it. I trust her to handle all matters on Harrium herself. She is loyal and untainted.”

      Rys leaned back and crossed his arms. He had dealt with Grishaw, only for the League to somehow get their hands on Darus’s help directly.

      But how? What had caused Darus to realize? His attempts to get her to answer failed to get a direct answer, which meant it must be covered by the non-disclosure element of the summoning.

      The Twins slipped out of their seats and pressed themselves against him. They ran their hands along his chest and legs and pressed their faces into his hair.

      “It’s a shame that this is an illusion,” one mumbled. “What we smell and feel here is only an extension of what we believe we should sense. Only when we’re reunited will we experience the real thing once more.”

      “You can end it all, darling,” the other said. “Summon us. Our knowledge, our power, our wisdom—it can all be yours. Just let us be with you.”

      “I don’t make pacts or deals with summoned infernals. I bind them. Is that what you have in mind?” he asked.

      They stepped back and attempted to tower over him. Even while he was seated, their tiny forms failed to be even vaguely intimidating.

      “We are the Darus Twins, the heirs to the Archdevil Kauros’s wisdom, the third player in the Eternal Game, and the wisest and most powerful devils in Hell. We don’t bow to others anymore, darling,” they hissed.

      “Bold claims,” he said. “But I’d say you just proved my point. There can’t be a deal. Now sit down and answer my question, Darus.”

      They reeled back as if slapped. Tears filled their eyes.

      But after several seconds, they sullenly slumped into their stools. “Fine. What do you want to know, darling? We still remain loyal to you, even if you aren’t.”

      “Do you know Harah’s current whereabouts?” he asked.

      “If you haven’t summoned the slut yourself, then no. She’s been a miserable sight in my domain, but I’ve left her alive out of respect for Sesrah’s wishes.”

      Did that mean someone other than the League was summoning powerful infernals? Rys had too little information to know for sure.

      “I have a lot of basic information I want to confirm about Pharos, so let’s get that out of the way before the more important matters,” he said.

      They rolled their eyes, but played along.

      Little of what they knew of the northern continent surprised him. He’d gleaned much of it from Fara, Mina, and the others. And Darus didn’t seem to know many of the secrets of the continent.

      “Hellgate has left a permanent stain on the continent,” the twins said. “The corruption of Pandemonium infects every clod of dirt, every drop of water, and even runs through the blood of its residents. Some individuals resonate with it and possess powerful magic—they call it geomancy, because it draws on the magic within the ground of Pharos.”

      Nearly two thousand years later, the Cataclysm’s legacy still lingered.

      “What about the foxes?” he asked.

      “Less is known about them, as they’re highly secretive. I did glean a great deal from a young male fox centuries ago when he somehow arrived at Gauron well before his kin.” They frowned at the memory. “His name was Karrem, and he spoke of an ongoing war between the clans of his people. He also told us of a ‘creator’ of the foxes—presumably some divine being. I do wonder what became of him. He went against the grain in so many ways.”

      The name failed to ring any bells. Rys moved on.

      “Archon Imira. She’s apparently—” he asked.

      “Do you truly need to know about a wanton woman such as her?” Darus bared their teeth. “We know little about her, other than that she’s a havoc fox—which appears to be some sort of taboo race that uses astral power. Oh, and we do know a little of her power.”

      “Tell me. Save the theatrics for later.”

      Their eyes gleamed and they remained silent for far too long.

      “Darus.”

      “Fine.” They pouted. “We believe she has the ability to take on the appearance of others. Powerful illusion spells, so great that almost nobody can see through them. That’s what makes her untouchable in the Imperial Court. Nobody knows if the person whispering secrets in their ear is the Archon herself. Do you understand why she’s such a slut?”

      For fuck’s sake. Rys rubbed the bridge of his nose in exasperation.

      At least he understood what Liorne’s comment had meant. She’d wear his skin using her illusion spell, not by literally skinning him.

      “One final question, or rather, I want you to tell me something I ignored much earlier,” he said. “I want to hear the information about the archipelago that only I have access to.”

      Darus froze, then after several moments, one stood up and walked behind him.

      “It takes the form of a written message with annotations, so allow us to read it out for you,” the seated one said. “I shall play the role of the original author—”

      “—and I shall speak the annotations,” the standing twin said.

      Standing Darus coughed, then said, “This message comes from the Library of Mort, long since destroyed after Kauros’s ascension to an archdevil. No other records of it appear to exist. Allow us to begin.”

      With a nod, seated Darus began, “The archipelago is the former site of a pre-Emergence race. A vigil is maintained by a rotating force of angels and infernals, but never at the same time. Semi-human beings present here show signs of magical engineering far surpassing anything witnessed among the Empire or even Pandemonium.”

      Rys’s eyebrows shot up. Magical engineering? The Kinadain weren’t natural?

      “However, study is banned by the archangels,” seated Darus continued. “Any escapees from the archipelago are to be quarantined and vaporized—mind, body, and soul—to prevent any cross-contamination with the rest of Harrium. Recommendations to withdraw cooperation due to angelic hostility were rejected out-of-hand by the Devil King.”

      Suddenly, standing Darus spoke in a deep, almost masculine tone, “This suggests that the archangels are both aware of what these demihumans truly are, and that their concern is similar to what they apply to the surviving taint of Pandemonium. If the Devil King was cooperating, does that suggest he knows as well? And why did Ariel decide otherwise when she rose to power?”

      Those words and the tone she used… Rys immediately know where this message came from and who had annotated it.

      Kauros. That conniving archdevil had investigated the archipelago and knew something about this place that had been lost to history by all others. The mention of the Devil King dated the note itself to over 3000 years ago, to before Ariel took the throne.

      Seated Darus continued, “An odd castle, referred to as Castle Aion by the angels, resides on the westernmost island. Even though it appears to be an empty shell, the angels spend most of their time there. However, they won’t enter the spatial anomaly that infests the entire archipelago. Overall, I see little of worth here that is deserving of such deep investment and continue to recommend an end to all deployments.”

      Rys turned to the twin next to him, expecting her to add something. He wasn’t disappointed.

      “Where angels fear to tread, fools show themselves. Mayhap I lack the resources and power to investigate a threat so great it terrifies Heaven itself, but one day I shall uncover this pre-Emergence secret.”

      Fools, huh.

      If Kauros ever came here, Rys doubted that he did so alone. The archdevil had only survived as long as he had by being extremely wary—although he had apparently slipped up recently and gotten himself sealed away.

      The question then became, who had been the fool who trod where even the angels refused to? And why?
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      With confirmation that Darus knew Rys’s whereabouts, preparing for war against the Malus League took on a new urgency. At the same time, Asa’s arrival brought constant disruption to the palace, for old and new alike. The ensuing weeks were interesting, to say the least.

      “You remain as incorrigible as ever,” Grigor said, his arms folded as he towered over everyone else in the war room.

      He was in his human form, presumably because it made it easier to navigate the palace. Asa, Vallis, and Rys stood beside the same table that he did. Freisa sat on the other side of the room, slowly plowing through several platters of desserts and tapas.

      Outside, the leaves of the foliage had long since turned amber and red. Fall was preparing for winter, and a deep chill blew across the grounds of the palace. Rys had recently upgraded the heating both inside and out, ensuring he wouldn’t need to spend as much time in the heated baths this year.

      Although he still planned to. The distraught looks on Mina’s and Fara’s faces when they saw the roiling hot magical heaters along the covered exterior walkways brought a grin to his face. Fara had dragged him into the hot spring countless times last winter, and he knew Mina planned to join in.

      Who was he to deny his foxes their fun?

      Asa snickered at Grigor’s comment and leaned over the table. Her clothes remained quite basic, but she had at least done away with the top that was two threads away from breaking. Now, she favored silk shirts with so little fabric that Rys didn’t need to rely on his memories to know what her tits looked like.

      “I was only paying Fred a friendly visit. It’s not my fault he smashed a hole in the wall in a panic,” Asa said, her smile uncannily like that of a cat. A particularly satisfied cat, at that.

      “A visit,” Grigor grunted. “You were the first thing he saw after a night of drinks, and I believe you were holding a very large, intimidating object.”

      “Are dildos intimidating to you, Grigsy?” Asa teased.

      The demon prince glared at her but refused to respond.

      Rys decided to play mediator, while Vallis kept a poker face and stared at her bodyguard.

      “Asa, Fred has a clause in his contract that prevents you from providing any special services to him,” he said.

      “Oh, I checked. Your adorable little knowledge devil showed me his contract and told me all about the story of how you summoned him. She’s very cute, you know. You should fuck her,” Asa said, going off on a tangent about Tyrisa.

      This was par for the course for the succubus. There weren’t many women that Asa felt Rys shouldn’t have sex with. At first he’d thought she wanted to join in, and wanted an excuse. But he eventually realized she just found it amusing to play into his “Incubus King” reputation.

      In fact, so far she hadn’t touched any of the women in the palace. Asa truly had changed.

      “That clause?” she continued. “It only applies to healing services. Says nothing about if I want to give Fred several centuries of overdue birthday presents at once. Or day after day.”

      Vallis’s poker face cracked for a second as a strange noise escaped her. Grigor stared at a wall.

      “Asa, don’t,” Rys said.

      “You should have seen his face.”

      “I did. A few minutes later, after the Lilim summoned me to deal with the aftermath.”

      “Then why are you bitching? He’ll get over it. Plus, it wasn’t even that big of a dildo. The things you used to do—” she said.

      “Wait, what?” Vallis interrupted, eyes wide. “I’ve seen that thing. The Lilim use it for pole-dancing, so I thought it was there for a joke. Rys could make his cock bigger than that?”

      “Not his actual dick. The old bitch did a lot of shit to his body, but giving him a 3-foot dong wasn’t part of it.” Asa smirked. “But a master of infernal sorcery like him knew more than a few tricks.”

      He rolled his eyes at Vallis’s aghast expression. “They’re basically succubus party tricks. Anyway, we’re getting off topic. Asa, don’t traumatize Fred.” He paused. “Any more than you already have. Grigor, you have my permission to punish her if she crosses any boundaries.”

      “I do?” Grigor said, visibly surprised as he leaned back.

      “He can?” Asa scowled. “Come on, Rys. Punish me yourself.”

      “How?” he asked. “No, seriously, how?”

      “Uhhhh…” She pouted. “I’m not giving you ideas. You’ll withhold sex from me.”

      “There you go, Grigor. You get to control Asa’s sex drive.”

      “No,” Grigor said.

      “Thank fuck,” Asa muttered. “I’d never have sex again if he—I mean, I’m glad you’re so principled, Grigs.”

      The demon prince glared at her, then let out a huff. “I have plenty of demanding duties that you can help out with. Suitable punishments can be arranged.”

      With that settled, Vallis let out a cough. Everyone looked at her, including the Arcas devil stuffing her face on the other side of the room.

      “Mistress Vallis, do you need something?” Freisa asked, shooting to her feet. Her skeletal wings glowed menacingly and an ominous pressure filled the room.

      Vallis winced and her shoulders hunched, but she quickly recomposed herself. “I’m fine, Freisa. Are you alright over there? That’s… a lot of food you’ve eaten.”

      “Is it?” Freisa tilted her head, then looked back at the platters.

      Half of them were empty. The servants always supplied far too much for these little meetings, and Rys had been confident he could feed half the palace. Where did Freisa put it?

      Not her chest, given she lacked one like all Arcas devils.

      “I usually eat this amount of food quite regularly. There was never a shortage of it in Lord Argran’s court.” Freisa leaned over and inhaled a slice of caramel shortbread. “It’s quite enjoyable.”

      “Well, keep enjoying it, then,” Vallis said.

      The Arcas devil sat down and accidentally vaporized the back of a chair. She stared at its crumbling pieces in confusion, before realizing magic still flooded out of her wings and body. After deactivating her Gifts, she found another seat and resumed her feast.

      “How are you finding her?” Rys asked quietly.

      “She’s scary as shit,” Vallis said. “Grigor, can you beat her in a fight?”

      “Unlikely. I lack the necessary Gifts to defeat a devil with a greater replacement Gift,” Grigor said.

      “A… what?”

      “You’ve seen fatso take injuries, right?” Asa asked, and Vallis nodded. “That’s a lesser replacement Gift. They don’t heal wounds. Instead, they undo the cause of the wound, which causes the flesh to reappear in its original state. The difference between the greater and lesser is how extreme the wounds can be. If you somehow chop through Fat Fred’s protective layer of lard and remove his head, he’s dead. Her head grows back.” Asa shrugged.

      Vallis’s jaw dropped. “She’s immortal?”

      “Hardly,” Rys said. “But it’s effectively impossible to kill infernals with greater replacement Gifts without specialized spells or weapons. Grigor’s revival Gift is the only thing stronger, because it works on almost anything.”

      “But it’s temporary,” Asa added. “The turtle lord is the real deal. He has both Gifts and is essentially unkillable.”

      Vallis shot Rys a confused look.

      “Argran,” he explained. “One of Malusian’s generals and an old friend of mine. He was also Fred’s mentor, but Fred’s Gift is his own. Whereas both Freisa’s and Grigor’s Gifts come from Argran.”

      “Wait, so if you ever killed Argran, that would actually weaken Grigor?” Vallis asked.

      “That’s how it works, kiddo,” Asa said. “Infernal infighting hurts us all. Most people only get Gifts from their side as a result, but ol’ Incubus King here railed women from all callings. Even some of Ariel’s handmaidens missed him while he was gone.”

      “Huh.” Vallis held a finger to her lips. “Well, Freisa’s kind of scary because of her strength and the fact she randomly activates her power. Still cute, though. Even if the source of that cuteness kind of sucks.”

      “Argran at least pampered her,” Grigor noted. “She’s more of a princess than a warrior.”

      Ironically, that was indeed the case. Freisa was stupendously powerful, but lacked much in the way of skill. She could level mountains, but her technique was so clumsy that only a truly stupid infernal wouldn’t get out of the way.

      Or, Rys supposed, a mortal who couldn’t keep up with her speed.

      “Anyway, business,” Vallis declared. “I have business I want handled. Rys, you apparently want to organize this conference that Faeris has been badgering us about. I don’t know why Asa’s here. Grigor, I need you to update us on the Labyrinth and the palace.”

      Rys let her lead the meeting. As his viceroy, this was part of her job.

      More than that, this was an evolution of her confidence and personality. Vallis put up a strong front for many of the weaker infernals and bossed around the duchesses, but tended to defer to Grigor and Fred in their domains.

      “I’m listening in,” Asa said. “Everyone has their own view of things, especially the cute little fox I’m helping. It’s always better to hear them myself.”

      “What’s Mina up to right now, anyway?” Rys asked.

      “Spending a lot of time with the foxes nearby. I think she’s butting heads with them a lot. Normally I’d say that’s kind of dumb, but the succubi are cowering because I’m here so it’s probably the best time she can do it. If it’s necessary,” she said.

      That sounded like Mina was trying to resolve the issue with Marin, who had been avoiding the palace since being appointed liaison. Despite Fara’s idea, Rys might need to intervene himself if it became too time-consuming for Mina.

      He could punish his spymaster later. But there was a time and place for lessons and risking everything with Darus breathing down his neck wasn’t it.

      “Tell me if she’s neglecting her other duties,” he told Asa. “I’ll step in and give Mina a good smack.”

      “Ooh. Can you give me one as well?” she asked, wiggling her ass.

      “If you’re good.”

      She winked at him.

      “That takes care of you, then,” Vallis said, then faced Grigor. “What’s going on with the Labyrinth? You’ve been stationing more demons on patrols lately. I know Margrim is busy cooking something up with Mave and the Black Sorcerers, but this feels like something else.”

      Grigor’s maw twisted in a scowl and he faced Rys. After several long seconds of silence, the demon prince let out a sigh.

      “There has been an increase in intensity,” he said. “Rys spoke to me about a… certain matter following our last venture. It seems that his worries have come to fruition.”

      Orthrus’s words rung in Rys’s mind. He leaned against the table. “Have you seen any activity outside the Labyrinth?”

      Vallis looked at him in shock. “Rys?”

      Grigor shook his head. “Not yet. So far there have merely been additional monsters roaming the Labyrinth itself. Newer varieties have appeared, and some we encountered quite deep seem to be attracted to the upper levels now. I have reinforced the warp gates, the palace sub-levels, and the entrance near Avolar, in case they mount an assault.”

      “Rys, what the hell?” Vallis snapped.

      Rys sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      Realizing there was no way out, he explained what happened in the recent simulacrum, as well as Orthrus’s explanation. He kept it simple, given the complexities and vagaries of what even Rys knew.

      Asa crossed her arms beneath her breasts, pushing them upward. The effect didn’t seem intentional, however. “Does your fox know?”

      “You need to be more specific. There are three of them here,” he said drily. “But none of them know, no.”

      “I meant Mina, obviously.” She rolled her eyes. “If she’s your spymaster, shouldn’t she know this?”

      “What do you expect she can do about it? Other than worry and spend more of her waking hours overworking herself.”

      The succubus frowned. “You should let her learn the hard lessons herself. If she burns out, maybe she’ll become more efficient.”

      “I don’t really have the leeway to let her make a fuckup that massive. Right now, years are precious, and she’d need a few to recover from turning herself into an ember,” he said. “I’m shaping her another way.”

      “Your way is always far too much damn work.”

      The succubus sighed, and then floated in the air. Looking between the two of them, Vallis seemed uncertain of whether to step in.

      “Say your piece,” he told her.

      “I understand why you didn’t tell Mina,” Vallis said. “Don’t leave me out of something this important. I’m your viceroy. How can I be your representative if you cut me out from something that might drastically alter our plans?”

      He opened his mouth to reply, then shut it.

      Damn, he’d just been admonished by Vallis. Did this mean it was time to bend her over the table and give her what she wanted?

      Her face flushed as if she knew what he was thinking and she looked away. “That wasn’t too much, was it?”

      “No,” Grigor said. “Our role is not merely to be moved, but to guide. Leave the sycophancy to the servants.”

      Rys snorted. “Thanks, Grigor. Vallis, you said exactly what you needed to. If I wanted a viceroy who just did as told and shut up in meetings, I’d have plenty of takers. Your next step is to be confident enough not to second guess yourself after telling me off.”

      “Oh. I’ll, uh, work on that.” She winced. “I didn’t mean to tell you off. I just felt annoyed. You leave me out of all the fun stuff in the Labyrinth, but that’s because I’m the one who runs everything up here. It… bothers me a lot to be cut out of that as well.”

      “Then I won’t in the future.”

      She nodded and gave him a broad smile.

      “What about the palace, Grigor?” she asked.

      “I have developed some plans for its expansion,” the demon prince said. “Suggestions, of course. But with the help of Margrim and the Black Sorcerers, I believe it accounts for modern advances in magic. Sieges no longer involve dragons, but instead are increasingly reliant on mages.”

      “I’ll take their wisdom into consideration. It’s been a while since I’ve constructed a castle, after all,” Rys said.

      The slate he had added to the palace’s construction capacity would see plenty of use, and hopefully prove itself against the League in the coming war.

      Or maybe it wouldn’t. Rys wouldn’t lose any sleep if nobody besieged the palace directly.

      He looked expectantly at Vallis, waiting for the next agenda item to be brought up.

      She winced. “Uh, I have lots of nitty-gritty to take care of. We’re about to undergo the second major harvest of the kingdom and we’re still not collecting much tax from the farmers. How long before we say they’ve recovered from Compagnon’s reign of terror and start taking part of the crop?”

      A damn good question. Rys had initially exempted farmland from taxation because he wanted to win people over. Now he had a war on the horizon and needed that money.

      “I know Maria is still worried about some of the regions closer to Aretiers,” he mused, referring to the former capital of Compagnon. “But it’s hard to exempt specific regions from tax. The duchy is so small that some of the villagers might be able to throw a rock from a village we’re taxing and land it in one we’re not.”

      “So… tax everyone?” Vallis asked, uncertain.

      “They can’t be exempted forever. We’re not claiming anyone’s land, or trying to rule people with petty fiefdoms,” Rys said. “This is where Maria needs to shine. She’s been buttering everyone up and delegating authority. If that doesn’t lead to results, then it’s mostly just frippery.”

      “She might not appreciate the way you put that.”

      “I’ll say it really nicely while my dick is between her tits,” he drawled, causing Vallis to flush. “Trust me, I can handle Maria. You just need to work with her to come up with a taxation plan that doesn’t cause riots.”

      “And the military?” Vallis asked, changing the subject.

      Rys looked at Grigor, who took over the conversation.

      “We shall continue to work together on this,” Grigor told Vallis. “Unless you have any specific requests, Rys?”

      “I want wolfkin knights,” he said. “Their leader… Fuck, I forgot his name. Moan, or something. He was an idiot, but those wolfkin knew how to mount a charge and throw around some serious magic. With some real leadership, they could be our shock troops against the League.”

      “Understood. I had been thinking the same thing, but holding off due to the current state of Avolar.” Grigor stroked his maw. “Perhaps we can lay some foundations.”

      Rys would take whatever he could get.

      “Now, then, I think it’s my turn,” he said, turning to face Vallis. “The League is going to be a serious threat, and we know they have infernal backing again. Faeris has been pushing for an archipelago-wide alliance to destroy them. While she’s been unsuccessful, I think we can pull it off. I just need to butter up a few influential women, first.”
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      While Rys had a plan in mind, all good plans took place at the right time. Rushing would do him no good.

      His first target would be Faeris herself, given she was central to the entire idea of a conference and had the personal connections to make it happen. Rys needed her to support his idea not just to hold the conference, but to use it to cement an alliance against the Malus League.

      She’d been somewhat quiet lately, after his last visit only a few months ago. Before then she’d asked for a physical meeting each week, her letters growing more insistent each time. Like clockwork, he’d wind her up by ignoring them, until she grew noticeably angry and then he’d visit.

      No sex yet. He barely stayed for a cup of tea, which was probably why she kept asking him to visit her. Faeris knew what she wanted, and Rys actively denied her.

      However, she’d fallen silent after he told her that Alsia was just about due. The most recent letter was from two weeks ago, and had been to organize for Faeris to visit his palace for once.

      Rys wasn’t the most observant when it came to matters involving children, as the nursemaids would attest to, but the change in Faeris was too obvious to miss. Somebody wanted to see the princess.

      He blinked. That was her title, wasn’t it? He didn’t often think of Luara that way, but if he was a king, then she was a princess.

      “You seem distracted. Hardly believable given you just forged a perfect dwarven rune,” a female voice said from nearby.

      Rys waved a hand dismissively and turned to face the woman. Her name was Maeve, but most knew her as Mave, the Chief Enforcer of the Black Sorcerers who spent her life armored from head to toe. These days, he suspected she welcomed the chance to remove her helmet in the company of another.

      He certainly wasn’t complaining. Maeve’s face was beauty incarnate—the very stuff of legend, and more than capable of launching a thousand ships. So long as nobody looked into those ice crystals she used as eyes.

      Not that they bothered Rys. He was used to piercing and inhuman eyes. They had become fashionable among noble devils for nearly a century, so he couldn’t even count the number of partners with monstrous eyes.

      “It’s not quite perfect,” Rys said, and reached out for his axe.

      Maeve handed it to him wordlessly. She had been admiring it while he had been lost in thought.

      “The rune itself looks perfect, and the magic likely feels that way, but I made a few slight mistakes in the finishing process,” he explained. “The conceptual link failed as a result. I’ll need to refine the finishing crystals more before I try it again.”

      Her fingers ran over the coin-sized rune engraved into the side of the axe blade. Shimmering gold dust rested inside the metal itself, after it had been imprinted into the blade.

      “You’re a perfectionist,” she said. “I trained in Morstaine years ago to properly learn rune-crafting. It’s the only city with sizeable populations of elves and dwarves. There’s a single dwarven runesmith capable of crafting a perfect rune, and he can only make one. I can’t sense any difference in power between yours and the handful he’d crafted.”

      Rys frowned. “Those would be semi-perfect runes then. There used to be a grading system for runes in the Empire. Most runes aren’t conceptual, and they’re imperfect. Semi-perfect runes are non-conceptual versions of ‘true’ runes. I’m sure you can imagine what a perfect rune is.”

      “Not quite.” She tapped her breastplate. “What do you call my runes?”

      “Rough.” He laughed at her sullen expression. “I didn’t produce any non-human runes until I was far older than you, so you’re doing well.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Well, what do you think a rune is?” he asked.

      Maeve frowned. After a few seconds, she stepped away and walked around his atelier. Most of the room was filled with magical instruments, shelves, and benches, but she appeared to merely be pacing in thought.

      After several runs of the room, she turned back to him and said, “A rune is a conglomeration of magic permanently imprinted upon Harrium, unlike ephemeral magic.”

      “That’s vague enough to be used to describe enchantment in general,” Rys said. “The rune itself is as important as the magic that goes into it.”

      “I thought the rune was merely a guide? A vessel that indicates to the runesmith how they should imprint the magic into the physical world so that it won’t be unwound by the laws of reality.”

      He shook his head. “That’s a step too short. Runes are built from languages, and they draw their power from the people who created that language. The associations they attach to their own language shapes the rune. For most runes, those associations are weak, and therefore the rune is weak. But the greatest of runes have conceptual links to Harrium itself and define reality. A demonic rune for ‘cut’ will slice through anything in its path—at least, for a given amount of energy.”

      Maeve’s jaw hung open. “You… do realize you’re talking about one of the most controversial theories in rune-crafting. My grandfather’s library is full of tomes and dissertations from the Golden Age on the subject, and the dwarves argued back and forth about the topic.”

      “Well, it’s how things work. Not my fault everyone forgot.”

      With a laugh, Maeve returned to his side. “You’ve given me plenty to work on, then. I’m surprised to see you suddenly so willing to share your rune-crafting knowledge with me, but I’m thankful. It’s been years since I’ve had a goal to aim for.”

      Truthfully, Rys could only share the knowledge because he’d regained some of it by weakening his seal. He still held only a fraction of his true mastery, but he’d regained enough knowledge to start crafting a few basic conceptual runes.

      Even if he was damned rusty at it.

      “So, what were you distracted by?” Maeve asked, her icy eyes bearing into him.

      “Queen Faeris.”

      Maeve’s lips thinned almost imperceptibly. “For politics?”

      “Yes. I have a war to prepare for and she’s a valuable ally.”

      Her expression returned to normal and she seemed almost happy to hear that answer. “Be wary of her, Rys. Her goals in life run almost perpendicular to yours.”

      That was vague as hell, but from past encounters with Faeris he had a pretty good idea of what Maeve meant.

      “You mean that she’s intent on embedding herself in the past, and is actively trying to preserve that, while I’m all about the future,” he said.

      “That’s one way to put it.” Maeve looked away. “Perhaps one might say that you are ambition incarnate, while she desires nothing more than what she already has. One of you will break the other. I sincerely hope she doesn’t catch you in her web.”

      He nearly laughed, but knew that would be insulting.

      Even so, his grin caught Maeve’s eye and her eyes narrowed. “You think it’s impossible. I certainly hope so. I’d love to…” she trailed off with a cough.

      “See me break her?” he finished.

      For the first time in Rys’s memory, Maeve’s cheeks turned red.

      “I’ve said enough,” she said, turning away. Her fingers twitched as she appeared to stare at her discarded helmet on a nearby bench.

      Rys stepped past her, toward the exit, and waved a hand in the air. “You can stay here as long as you wish, at least for today. I look forward to seeing some interesting results.”

      “As do I,” Maeve said as he left.

      Ice cold.

      But there was more emotion buried in Maeve than she cared to show. Rys wondered what it would take to draw out that inner fire, and how badly it might burn everyone around it once she rose up like the fiery bird she clearly was.

      A week later, he visited Gorgria. Faeris had sent another letter and this time it requested for him to visit.

      With a thought, he transitioned over to the Gorgrian version of the castle. The two places were the same and contained the same people, but each looked out at a different island in the archipelago.

      People in the Kavolaran version looked out on the rugged foothills near Anceston, while those in the Gorgrian version saw an expansive plain that led out to a bay.

      After protecting his soul and body, Rys left the boundaries of the palace. Massive stone walls rose into the air around the outskirts of the grounds, although many looked incomplete. Given the sheer effort required to upgrade the palace’s defenses, Rys was taking it slow.

      While he had originally built a manor practically overnight, the castle’s power was stretched much thinner now. Serious construction work took weeks or months. He imagined it wouldn’t be until summer that everything was finished.

      Snapping his fingers, Rys teleported away. He appeared outside a gatehouse that protected the palace of Gorgria—which was the name of the island, kingdom, and capital city, for some insane reason.

      People screamed and panicked when he appeared. The royal knights standing guard swore and drew their swords. Magic was summoned.

      Then everyone froze as they saw who it was. Calm rapidly returned, and several people apologized or bowed respectfully. One nearby hawker approached and attempted to sell Rys what appeared to be a low quality jade necklace.

      Amused by the man’s gall, he bought it anyway. Mina or Sarae might find it pretty enough, given it used a stone from their land. Nephrite, if Rys was correct.

      The royal knights led him into the palace and to a small dining room, but took a roundabout route. No doubt they were buying time for Faeris to prepare herself.

      Or not, it turned out.

      Rys raised an eyebrow at Faeris, who sat alone at a small four-seater table in a room large enough to host a small party. Multiple instruments played themselves on a small stage, with bulky magitech contraptions strapped to them. The heads of countless beasts, including a small dragon, decorated the wall. The floor rug appeared to be from some sort of giant wolf, easily the size of a large horse.

      If Maeve was beautiful, Faeris easily matched her. Perfect complexion and a heart-shaped face. Platinum-blonde hair that shined in the soft light of the room. An hourglass figure so perfect that Rys struggled to believe she hadn’t been handcrafted.

      No, he could believe it. Faeris lacked one important feature if she wanted to be the most beautiful woman in the world: a chest.

      “Do you usually eat alone?” he asked, stepping up to the table she sat at.

      “If you’d given me some advance notice, I would have prepared some food for you. But ravioli as fresh and excellent as this can’t be conjured up with a snap of a finger,” Faeris said. She twirled her fork in the air, as if unsure if she should continue eating or not.

      “You can eat. I don’t mind.”

      “But I might.”

      He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Faeris’s temper tended to be short.

      “That’s not what I meant by eating alone, in any case.” He leaned on a chair. “Where’s Alaretta?”

      The queen blinked, as if confused as to why he cared about the whereabouts of her daughter. “Practicing her piano, I imagine? Or maybe simpering into a mirror? It’s no business of mine.”

      “I had expected to see her.”

      “Truly? You haven’t seemed that interested in her before.” Faeris frowned, then smirked at him. “Or are you interested in a specific part of her? If you want her tits, then by all means, take both of us to bed. She has more than enough for two women.”

      “Once again with the package deal,” he said. “And I’ve bumped into her during my past visits. Hence why I find it strange she’s not here.”

      Faeris waved her hand in the air. “Fine. Have it your way. She should be here momentarily. Take a seat?”

      He did so, and they made small talk while Faeris poked at her ravioli.

      After a few minutes, a gorgeous woman in a blindingly white dress entered the room. Her hair and general appearance matched Faeris’s beauty, but in a far more conventional way.

      And, as her mother had implied, Princess Alaretta had big enough tits to make up for her mother’s lack of them.

      “King Talarys, it is an honor to see you again. How may I help you?” Alaretta asked, curtsying deeply. Every movement caused her body to bounce, particularly in a specific place.

      “It’s been months since I’ve last seen you. You’ve been well? And busy?” he asked.

      Her smile broadened and her cheeks flushed. “Of course, Your Majesty. I’m currently doing my daily vocal training. If you’d like, I can demonstrate some of my singing for you?”

      Faeris interrupted, “He’s quite busy, I’m afraid. I’m glad that you’re making progress, however. Maybe Rys can hear you chatter away another day?”

      Despite the harsh words, Alaretta’s face remained steady. She bowed to her mother, then slipped away without a word.

      Faeris stood up and moved to a nearby sofa. She patted the cushion next to her.

      Rys instead moved his chair nearby and sat on it. The glare he received was fiery, but he didn’t plan to reward her behavior.

      “So, I imagine you want something from me. Usually I need to threaten you before you’ll visit, and Alsia has requested that I hold off on visiting until next year. I presume she’s busy?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “There’s plenty to be done, and she’s trying to make up for lost time,” he said.

      “Pregnancy has that effect.” Faeris nodded. “How’s… Luara, I believe her name is?”

      “Tyrannical, although she’s an angel for me.”

      The smile that graced her face was almost blinding. “That’s sweet. You should value your time with her while she’s small and bubbly. It flies past, and then they…” Her gaze turned distant, and she sighed. “No matter.”

      Rys shifted uncomfortably. “You’re right that I want something. That conference you’ve been planning—I want to hold it myself, and I have an objective in mind. An alliance. One intended to destroy the Malus League once and for all, rather than merely contain them.”

      “I’m trying not to laugh, Rys, but you’re making it hard.” Instead, she scowled at him. “You realize I’ve failed to bring other nations together to debate containing the bastard mages and you expect them to help you destroy them?”

      A knock at the door interrupted them. A pair of servants swept in, cleaned up the plates, and dropped off a platter of expensive wines and spirits. While they puttered about, Rys took the opportunity to pour himself a tall glass of the black spirit in the center. It tasted of anise.

      Finally, the servants left.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I expect,” he said. “Because I can offer something that you haven’t so far. The help of an external power, one with a vested interest in destroying the League.”

      Faeris’s brow creased. “You’re not talking about your infernals, are you?”

      “Hardly. They’ll be on both sides.”

      “I thought we defeated the demon lord.” She shot upright. “Have they summoned another?”

      “Not to my knowledge, but they’re actively working with infernals again. I know that much,” Rys said. “My ally is actually Pharos, or more specifically, their foxes. I have a liaison of the Imperial Court in my territory and strong indications that more of their kind will arrive soon. It should be trivial to gain their assistance.”

      “That’s… Hmm.” She leaned back and sipped from a glass of white wine. “I’ll need to see some proof. I burned capital attempting to start the conference earlier. While many were interested, I fear that Dalyros is both too fearful of you and too embedded in the League’s influence to act against them.”

      “I spoke to Ashbringer, the Fire Saint. He seemed interested.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Oh? You met Kirik? He’s one of the only Saints I dare to trust. Most of them are too young to understand their power or responsibility. He knows what true war is like, and what it costs everyone.”

      “If anything, he seems like the wrong choice to fight the League, then,” Rys said.

      “Oh no. He’s definitely the right one, because if we convince him, then the Federation will lose its moral compass should it still refuse to aid us. His principles are what give his word so much weight, and his compatriots so little.” Faeris smiled. “Certainly, you understand that?”

      He did. How much of Duar’s strength came from the same?

      For that matter, didn’t that apply to many of the greatest demon lords? Argran and Araunth commanded the vast legions of infernals they had because their actions were consistent with their principles and beliefs. A demon lord who would continue to support an addled Arcas Devil such as Freisa could command loyalty that Lacrissa couldn’t dream of.

      “I’ll let you know once I’ve brought the foxes on board,” Rys said, standing. “Get in touch with Kirik for me, at least. He indicated it might take some time for the Federation to change its mind.”

      “I would expect nothing less.” Faeris waved him goodbye.

      Before leaving, Rys paid a short visit to Alaretta. Her singing wasn’t anything special, but she seemed to enjoy his short visit. He pretended she wasn’t flirting with him and then left.

      Unfortunately, the next stage of his plan would take time to put into action.

      If he wanted to bring the foxes on board, that meant convincing Marin. But right now, the seductress was being pouty and avoiding him. Fara had been right to suggest that he needed to let Mina clean up her own mess.

      So he gave it a few months. Winter arrived, but was considerably less chilly than the prior year. Snow fell rarely. The engines of his kingdom chugged along, and those in the palace prepared for an eventful spring. Much was to be done once the snow and ice thawed.

      Which is why he was pleasantly surprised when Mina dropped into his bedroom early one morning. Fara stirred awake and stared bleary-eyed at her niece. She either didn’t care to cover up her naked body, or wasn’t aware who was in the room.

      “Given that face, I think you have good news for me,” Rys said, getting out of bed.

      Mina’s eyes latched onto his naked crotch and she gulped. “Kind of.”

      He raised an eyebrow and gestured for her to continue while Fara slumped back into bed.

      “First, I think I have a solution for Marin. Like last time, it involves you, but with less cock-on-face.” She giggled. “It might help reel Sarae in, though. But the other piece of news…”

      Mina’s face lost its smile and instead became resolute. “The guards at Port Mayfield report that a small vessel from Kina Stag has arrived unannounced. It bears the flag of Tennou Morai herself.”
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      “I want you down in the sub-levels,” Rys said.

      “Rys—” Vallis began to say.

      “No. Don’t argue with me on this. There’s a time and a place to debate me, and this isn’t it.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Terry is managing security there, along with several of the Kinadain. If anything happens, he’ll get you out through a warp gate.”

      So long as Rys remained alive to keep the castle’s power flowing, that is.

      He didn’t know what Morai wanted, but the stories told about her suggested she held power far beyond anyone else in the archipelago. Given Ashbringer had been strong enough to trouble Grigor earlier, Rys worried about the depth of strength in Morai. She was supposedly strong enough that the rest of the Circle of Brethren feared her.

      Right now, he stood in the foyer with Vallis, Mina, Asa, and Fara. Grigor had been managing military affairs in Avolar, but had already returned and set out to meet Morai halfway. Maria and Alsia were in Anceston, and Rys planned for them to remain there.

      “I don’t want to cower away while you’re fighting,” Vallis said, pushing her chest out. “Isn’t this why you summoned Freisa?”

      Before Rys could point out that he’d assigned Freisa to guard Luara, Fara interrupted.

      “Enough,” she snapped. “I don’t like to play godmother, but Rys is right. This isn’t some rival lord or mage. None of us know what Morai can do or why she’s here. We’re not telling you to cower, Vallis. But think of our peace of mind for a damn second. We want to know that you’re safe.”

      Vallis winced. As she looked away, Fara’s tails fell. The two women sighed in unison.

      “It’s been a while since you’ve snapped at me like that,” Vallis said.

      “Well, you’ve been less of a brat lately. Mostly.” The fox smirked. “You act like a princess toward Rys.”

      “The hell I do, Little Miss ‘Oh, Rys, why don’t we spend the day in the baths again?’” Vallis grinned.

      “You could join us, you know?”

      “I prefer my bathwater to be clear, not thick, white, and gooey,” Vallis said flatly.

      A long pause. Then Fara made a face while Mina giggled.

      “I wish Rys did that,” Asa said, looking at him with a broad grin. “Semen baths were all the rage once.”

      “Don’t remind me. I had to quell some of the riots those caused.” He ran a hand down his face. “The succubi kept cross-contaminating the other baths and it made the bathhouses nearly unusable.”

      “Oh, yeah. I forgot that’s why succubi are banned from normal bathhouses. Most think it’s because public sex was too much for all the prudish demons.” Asa snorted. “Amazing that a single incident still segregates us now.”

      Privately, Rys felt that the other infernals might have countless reasons to maintain the status quo. Succubi thrived on public contact, and tended to intrude on other customers.

      The other women stared at them.

      “Semen baths?” Fara asked incredulously. “Why? Just… why?”

      “I mean, don’t you enjoy the feel of Rys’s thick, sloppy, white, smelly—” Asa said, ready to go on for several minutes about the qualities of the white stuff.

      “In me, sure. The stuff tastes foul, though.” Fara stuck her tongue out in a disgusted expression.

      Vallis kept looking out the glass doors and windows, as if hoping that Morai would arrive at any second.

      “Sub-levels, now,” Rys said.

      “Fine. But if she’s not hostile, I want to come back up,” she said.

      “I’ll think about it. Keep Luara and Freisa company.”

      Vallis left with an escort of demons and demihuman servants. Once she had left, only the guards remained. Most were in the sub-levels, but the elites needed to put on a show for Morai.

      Rys had considered sending Luara to her mother. He could teleport over and drop her off in minutes. The downside was that he didn’t know what Morai’s intentions were, and a powerful part of his mind refused to separate from his daughter in such a dangerous time. He just had to hope Freisa was enough if anything happened. Luara seemed to like the dopey devil, so that aspect worked out.

      Stepping outside, the group took in the palace grounds while ascending to the top of a tower. The outer wall was finished, but the rest of the expansion wasn’t.

      In thinking of a potential siege, Grigor had focused primarily on stymieing siege weaponry and intrusions into the palace. Given the space restrictions, there was only a single outer wall but it formed a fascinating shape. Pointed ends, like those from stars, jutted out along the length of the defense.

      Rys didn’t need to worry as much about building materials, so much of them were fabulously expensive and difficult to work with by ordinary means. The wall itself was formed from dense stone, and stood far thicker than almost any wall he’d seen before. Sloped steel plates decorated the exterior and they shimmered with magic.

      Rys had tested the walls himself before constructing all of them. The thickness made it difficult to penetrate with projectiles—the lack of powerful magic-users such as dragons meant that mages apparently preferred to use magically supported trebuchets and the like. At the same time, the steel plates were difficult to climb with claw or hook.

      Combined with the height of the wall, it seemed far more difficult to scale or destroy. Unless the enemy had a dragon. Rys couldn’t help but think that a sufficiently powerful opponent would simply blow right through it.

      As such, he was currently constructing magitech barrier generators inside the walls. Ordinarily, barriers were powered by a fortress’s power source or regular top ups by mages. Magitech barriers could maintain themselves using the ambient magic in the air, of which there was far too much here.

      Those barriers weren’t ready yet. Rys wanted a glittering dome of ominous red light to scare off attackers or intimidate Morai. Right now, he had a gigantic wall and a lot of unfinished earthworks and building frames.

      Those buildings would become barracks, armories, and watchhouses for the garrison. Despite the palace’s size, Grigor wanted to separate out the administrators from the soldiers. Maintaining order was sometimes difficult when so many of the demihuman and Kinadain guards mingled with the servants.

      In the end, Rys assured himself that everything would be ready for the war against the Malus League. Maybe he’d even sneak farther into the Labyrinth—despite the increased danger—and find more power slates to improve his defenses.

      What it meant for now was that the column of horses bearing Morai and her retinue needed to be intimidated by Rys’s personal presence.

      “Horses?” Fara asked, shading her eyes as she looked out into the distance at the approaching convoy. “Where did she even get them? I thought it was a small ship.”

      “It was,” Mina said defensively. “Maybe she bought them?”

      Or stole them. Morai’s reputation made her feared and hated, but that same fear could conjure up animals from farmers with little issue.

      Grigor and his demons walked alongside the horses. Leading the pack was an armored woman swathed in an ostentatious fur cape.

      Given the chilly weather and the fact they were in the foothills, Rys didn’t blame this person for dressing up a little. But he did question how much she truly cared given the amount of skin she showed outside her armor.

      Full plate usually covered the hips, thighs, and chest. Rys might describe this woman’s armor as heavy, but it didn’t look protective.

      The convoy approached the gatehouse, and Rys retreated to the palace entrance. After a few minutes, the horses assembled in the front courtyard and the leader dismounted. Nobody else did.

      Grigor joined Rys’s side, and his demons fanned out among the rest of the guards. The demon prince was in his demonic form, rather than his human form, and kept his axe in his hands at all times.

      The woman approaching Rys was surely Tennou Morai herself. But he questioned the level of fear she engendered in her kin.

      At a glance, he’d describe her as a buxom but cold woman who seemed dressed to seduce, rather than impress. Long silver hair trailed a good foot down her back, completely untamed. She wore a breastplate shaped to show off her impressively large chest, which was easily as large as Maria’s. Her figure and sexiness would draw men in, save for everything else, especially as she was on the short side.

      And that everything else included blood red eyes that held no emotion and a pair of black horns that glowed an ominous crimson at the base. Morai carried a sheathed katana on her waist, and Rys felt a sliver of power from the enchantments contained within it.

      Despite Rys’s impression, Grigor’s tenseness once again spoke volumes.

      Morai was hiding a lot of power within that tiny, buxom frame.

      “Tennou Morai, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Rys asked, his mind coiled around the power of the castle while he kept his hands behind his back.

      She looked him up and down, her face impassive. Those red eyes of hers seemed to glow for a moment, but he felt no magic.

      “You are both more and less impressive than I expected,” Morai said, her voice like windchimes but full of confidence.

      Or perhaps that was arrogance. He’d find out soon.

      “A lot of people mix me with Grigor,” he said, gesturing to the burly demon prince beside him.

      “Perhaps,” she said, clearly not meaning the word. “Men that look like you ordinarily only exist in statues, artworks, and the dreams of teenage girls. The descriptions I received of you hardly do you justice.”

      “Yet I’m also less impressive?” he asked, crossing his arms with a smile.

      “I expected something more… demonic or intimidating. You lack wings, or horns, or black, spiky armor visible from a mile away.” Morai raised an eyebrow and surveyed those around him. “In fact, everyone seems far too utilitarian here. You’re a king, and one that is ascending like a star above the archipelago, yet there is no theater here.”

      Asa snorted. “Is that why you’re wearing those huge armor plates over those luscious hips, but clearly not wearing anything under that hot little tabard?” The succubus grinned. “If I flip it up, will we get a show?”

      “They’re called tassets, even if these are more ostentatious than most,” Morai said, feeling the need to explain what the armor plates were called. “And you can try. I don’t know what you are, devil, but I am always willing to duel.”

      “Uh, is it a faux pas to turn a foreign ruler into a begging mess of ecstasy, Rys?” Asa asked him, poking him in the side.

      “I find there’s more to worry about than that,” Mina said quietly. “But why don’t you try anyway?”

      Morai crossed her gauntleted arms beneath her breastplate and waited. Her expression remained strangely placid.

      Rolling her eyes, Asa waved a hand toward the Kinadain ruler. “Hocus pocus, flip up your tabard.”

      Threads of lust shot across the magical plane, barely perceptible even to Rys’s trained senses. They latched onto Morai’s head, and magical energy surged along them.

      Rys felt something stir in his connection to the Labyrinth. A moment later, the threads shattered. Asa froze, her eyes flitting to meet his.

      Morai blinked, then tilted her head. “I felt magic then, but if you’re genuinely attempting to control people, then I think you need more practice.”

      “Cute,” Asa said, her voice ice cold. “Who’s your backer, bitch?”

      “Asa, calm down,” Rys interrupted. “I’ll explain later.”

      This time, it was Morai’s turn to freeze. She narrowed her eyes at Rys and drummed her fingers against her armor.

      “As fascinating as this display is, I do have an objective today,” she said, changing the subject. “If you fulfill it, then nobody needs to die today.”

      Mina and Fara tensed and their tails began to shift behind them. The Kinadain on horseback yelled and began to dismount in response.

      With a raised hand, Morai stopped her retinue from acting. She turned and glared at them. This time, her eyes definitely glowed. Rys still didn’t sense any magic.

      “My apologies,” she said, turning back to him. “My objective today is simple. Rumor has reached me that you have had a child with a Kinadain Sage recently. Given what you are, it is trivial to conclude that the child is otherkin. Bring her to me, or me to her.”

      Tails shot into the air, weapons were gripped tightly, and Asa’s magic pumped through her body.

      “No,” Rys said.

      “It wasn’t a request.”

      “I know. But you’re forgetting that I’m the king here, and you’re the supplicant. I’m not letting you near my daughter just because you’re the same type of demihuman that she is.” Rys rolled his shoulders. “If that’s everything, then you can ride back out to—”

      “Do not test me,” Morai snapped, her horns and eyes glowing a vivid red.

      Her hand settled on her blade and for the first time since she’d arrived, Rys felt her power.

      It was like a chasm of raw, unyielding magical energy had just opened up before him. Staring into it reminded him of the few times he’d witnessed Sirion use her true strength, such as when she sank Vallonis.

      But that feeling was in more than the raw intimidation factor. The chasm seemed to emanate from the sword itself, and Rys recognized a hint of the same technique.

      “Spatial manipulation,” he said, his expression unchanged even as the others paled. “Is that how you can cut down armies with a single swing? It’s a rather common technique among angels.”

      Morai’s brow furrowed. “I’ve heard of this. You attempt to speak of matters you know nothing of.”

      He laughed. “Do you think you know what technique you’re using? I’ve battled angels—Primum and lords alike—and understand the base of your power better than you do. In fact, meeting you has only cemented some of my suspicions. So take your hand off your sword before I remind you of what experience can do.”

      “You think you can best me?” Mirth filled her eyes.

      “If you’re so confident, then draw your sword,” Rys said.

      Seconds passed. Nobody moved, other than with their eyes. Rys doubted Morai was even breathing, as her pupils seemed to shrink in on themselves while she considered her options.

      Then she relaxed and stood up straight. Sighs greeted her action.

      Rys was also damn glad, despite his bravado. While he suspected he could slow Morai down, defeating her was impossible right now. He needed to unlock more of his power.

      “I’ve yet to meet a father who’s been willing to stand up to me over an otherkin. Usually, their false anger fades away once they realize I will do to them what they did to their child.” She bowed her head. “Am I correct that your daughter is treated well?”

      “I’m not one of you. She’s doing more than fine.”

      “And what of the Kinadain and demihumans who tend to her? How do you know that they won’t smother her for her own good?” Morai’s eyes burned.

      Rys’s fists clenched. “For one thing, she has bodyguards who won’t let that happen. Non-demihuman ones. For another, I have my ways to weed out dangerous servants.”

      Between the Haunts and succubi, any servant or guest with ill intentions wouldn’t get within half the palace before being sent on their way. Mina had kept an eye on things, and Asa had cleaned house recently, likely picking up any double-agents the other succubi had recruited inside the palace.

      A smile graced Morai’s face. “I am glad. All the more reason for me to see a healthy, bubbly otherkin child.”

      He nearly laughed in her face. “You threatened me, suggested I might harm my own daughter, and still expect to see her?”

      “You’ve bluffed once. Don’t force me to actually use my sword,” she said. “I am Tennou Morai of Kina Stag, the only true home for Kinadain in the archipelago. An otherkin as momentous as your child cannot be ignored.”

      They glared at each other.

      As much as Rys wanted to tell her to fuck off, he was unwilling to push his luck. But were her intentions sincere?

      That reaction from the Labyrinth bothered him as well.

      Making a decision, he summoned power from the castle to enact a plan.

      “You will be able to see her, but I want something in return,” he said.

      Morai inclined her head, waiting for more detail.

      “I have questions I want to ask you,” he said.

      “Ah. I’m afraid I don’t have time to stay and allow you to pick my brain for a day or two,” she said.

      “Try an hour.”

      “This sortie of mine is already risky, given how strongly the Circle disapproves of me. The shorter it is, the better.” Morai’s tone brooked no compromises.

      “Then I want those answers in the future. I don’t give things away for free. I will show you my daughter. In exchange, you promise to answer my questions in the future and to not harm her in any way.”

      “Agreed,” Morai said.

      Rys pumped that power through his body and snapped an infernal contract in place. He felt Morai automatically resist, but he had enough power available to enforce the contract despite that.

      Instantly, she reached for her sword and summoned that immense power of hers. Then she hesitated.

      “What was that?” she gasped out. “I can feel it… chafing at me.”

      “An infernal contract. It forces both of us to adhere to our promises using magic. We didn’t agree to a penalty, so the standard one is death.” He shrugged. “You might be able to survive it if you become significantly stronger than you currently are.”

      “You…” She gritted her teeth, but straightened up. “Why can’t I harm you, then? I only promised not to…” Morai frowned.

      It looked like she had caught onto the real error she had made. Her eyes narrowed.

      “There is no timeframe on this contract,” she accused.

      “That’s right. If you kill me, then you can’t answer my questions. You also agreed to not harm my daughter. Great trade, right?” Rys laughed.

      He expected anger or pithy comments.

      Instead, she sighed. “Well, at least I know that you are a foreigner. I have no interest in harming another otherkin. This matters little. Should you become a threat, I shall destroy you anyway.”

      Rys led Morai into the palace. Luara slept away in a cot inside his office, with Freisa and Vallis standing nearby. He’d called them here with mindspeak.

      Freisa’s wings flared out the moment she saw Morai and she brandished her oversized greatsword. Both female warriors held their weapons, posturing with their power.

      “Freisa, put your dick back in your pants,” Rys snapped, then turned to Morai. “She’s not actually challenging you. Any time she reacts to anything, she flips on her Gifts.”

      “Dangerous,” Freisa said, glaring at Morai. “Master, allow me to kill her.”

      Or maybe this was the first time the Arcas devil was genuinely reacting to a threat. Morai laughed.

      “Well, at least you can be wrong about some things,” she said. Despite that, she ignored the fiery devil and stepped up to the cot.

      Vallis talked Freisa down, although she never stopped glaring at Morai. But Rys’s attention was firmly on the Kinadain ruler.

      A gentle expression crossed her face as she reached a hand into the cot. Her fingers ran along the stubby horns on her head. Morai’s free hand touched her own horn, and he swore her breath hitched.

      Beneath Morai’s thick fur coat, a long, thick draconic tail lashed the floor. It looked black as night and heavy enough to shatter a man’s skull with a swing.

      “She’s gorgeous,” Morai said. “You’re truly blessed.”

      Rys shifted uncomfortably. He wasn’t used to accepting compliments that weren’t really directed at him.

      “I take it there’s no problem?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “None at all. I apologize for this, truly. But otherkin are…” She sighed. “Too many times, I’ve seen a cot like this and what is in it is truly indescribable. I insulted you for being a foreigner earlier, but it seems that was hasty. For the time being, I shall choose to trust you, and see what becomes of…”

      “Luara,” he said.

      “An old Kinadain name. How fitting.” The smile on her face was clearly bitter. “I shall go now. You needn’t worry about nonsense such as this contract of yours. If I find the time, perhaps I will entertain your questions. But there isn’t a time limit, so I might desire something else.”

      The way Morai’s eyes shot over to Luara made it clear that her desires related entirely to the baby otherkin in the room.

      Once Morai left, Rys left Freisa to look after Luara. Then he swept into the bar with the women accompanying him and drank half of it.

      When he awoke in the morning, it was to the arguing of Fara and Mina. Upon sitting up, Rys immediately regretted waking up at all. His head ached.

      “How much whisky did I drink?” he groaned out.

      “You, Grigor, Fred, and Asa were doing… I won’t call them shots, but you drank those tumblers full of fire like they were shots.” Fara’s voice was gentle and seemed like a pillow.

      He wanted to use her as a pillow, or one part of her. His eyes found the fluffy tails shifting back and forth behind her. They immediately curled around her body.

      “Not yet,” she said. “My niece wants you,”

      “I mean, it doesn’t need to be right away,” Mina said, fanning out her tails. “I’d be happy to let Rys nap on my tails for a day. Or three.”

      Fara glared at her niece, who merely pushed her chest out in response.

      “Oh, right, I nearly forgot,” Rys said. “You needed me to finish things with Marin. Is that why you’re arguing?”

      The foxes winced at the predictability.

      “I’ll take you up on your offer, Mina—both offers,” he said, staring pointedly at her fluffy, white tails. “But I sincerely hope your solution for Marin is one that you are leading. I’m not here to clean up your mess.”

      Not yet, anyway.

      Mina bounced onto his bed while nodding. “Of course. I’m your spymaster, Rys. Trust me when I say that you just need to come along. And for today, you can relax on these fluffy pillows of mine, and maybe think about other pillow-like parts of me.”
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      After a day spent in fluffy heaven, Rys prepared to deal with the Marin problem.

      And by prepared, he meant be fussed over by a fox and a wolfkin.

      “I still think the velvet cape would have looked better,” Tsarri said.

      “Those always look so tacky. Plus, Rys always whines about the cold. This thick wool is gorgeous.” Mina ran her hands across the cape, ignoring the fact she was rubbing against Rys’s arm. “Charcoal on the outside and lined with royal blue on the inside. Plus the fur trim is so nice.”

      She pressed her face into the puffy fur around Rys’s neck, and coincidentally pressed her head into his neck. Her ears flicked against his skin, tickling him.

      “As fun as it is to hear you gush over fashion,” he said while pushing Mina’s head away, “aren’t we running late?”

      “Marin’s a big girl. I’m sure she can wait for us. Also, nobody important arrives on time in Pharos. It’s considered a privilege of power to make people wait for you.” Mina grinned toothily. “I guarantee she’s waiting in the village hall with a sullen expression. Her legs must be aching after so many hours of waiting, but she knows that she needs to be there when you arrive.”

      “Mina, we’re late by ten minutes.” He poked her in the forehead, and she giggled.

      “Well, there’s an easy way to extend that into a few hours.” Her cheeks flushed and her hands wandered lower on his body.

      “No.” Rys gripped her wrists. “I get to choose when, and right now you’re cleaning up a mess. No sex until you’re done.”

      Mina pouted, but nodded.

      Beside them, Tsarri did her best not to explode with flames of jealousy. Being this close to Rys helped her a great deal, as she ran her hands across every inch of his clothing. Her excuse was that he needed to look perfect, and how could she ensure that without physically checking?

      “I don’t think I’ll keep the cape after this,” he said. “You’ve been inspired by Morai, but it’s not really my style.”

      “Maybe one without the fur?” Tsarri suggested, turning to look at the racks full of clothing she’d seemingly conjured up.

      Both women ran through the racks, completely missing Rys’s point. He sighed, but put up with this. It wasn’t as though this was new to him.

      “Oh, this one looks good,” Tsarri said.

      She held up a black cape with a silver inner. Mina gasped when she saw it.

      “This would look amazing on you, Rys!” The fox snatched the cape out of Tsarri’s hands, causing the wolfkin to pout.

      But when Mina raised the cape toward him, he stopped her.

      “No,” he said softly. “Those aren’t my colors to wear.”

      Both women blinked, frowns forming on their faces. They looked at the cape, then back at Rys.

      “Okay,” Mina said slowly. She licked her lips and took in his stony expression. “I think we’re good. Why don’t you clean up here, Tsarri, and we’ll go see Marin.”

      The maid nodded, holding the cape against her chest. Something told Rys that the cape was going to mysteriously disappear.

      “Don’t destroy it,” he told her.

      Again, Tsarri nodded. Hopefully that stopped her worst impulses. Like Freisa, she could be rather dopey when it came to him.

      Mina and Rys left the palace grounds after he prepared for the trip. Once outside the anti-teleportation wards, he cast a spell and they vanished.

      When they reappeared, it was only a few miles north. A squat village lay in the foothills before them, with a large hall in the center and several watchtowers. There was a low buzz of activity in the air.

      No snow was visible, as they weren’t high enough, but the land showed the ravages of the winter cold. Rys’s body quickly adjusted to the lower temperature, but he refused to react to the seconds where he felt the chill seep into his bones. The foxes enjoyed his discomfort far too much.

      Since making an agreement with Liorne over eight months ago, foxes had steadily trickled in. Every vessel from Pharos carried at least one, although the gaps between the merchants arriving meant that their numbers were still low.

      But every fox held immense value compared to humans or demihumans. Rys wanted this entire village under his sway, rather than merely squatting on his land and throwing uncertain looks at him. Dominating Marin had been the first step, but more needed to be done.

      A shame Imira had yet to show herself or respond to any inquiries. Her reticence had stalled Fara’s and Mina’s research into havoc foxes as well.

      “I had really hoped to make Marin wait half the day before we showed up,” Mina said, then gripped Rys’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      He didn’t budge, and the fox stumbled when she attempted to pull him along. Her look of surprise faded into nervousness when she saw his face.

      “Um, Rys?” she asked.

      “Let’s have a talk, Mina.”

      “Haven’t we been doing that for a while?” Hints of fear in her eyes now.

      “Calm down. This was a discussion I initially planned to have after the meeting, but it’s easier to hold it now,” Rys said. “Even if you resolve this problem with Marin now, that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. You haven’t spoken to me about your issue with her.”

      Mina winced. Her hand slipped out of his and she took a step backward. A deep breath escaped her. Her eyes focused on his, and she straightened up, for what little difference it made given her diminutive stature.

      “I’ve fucked up, haven’t I?” she asked, voice whisper quiet.

      “No, not really.” He chuckled at her confused expression. “Fara’s pissy, but I think she’s being harsh. She is your aunt, after all, and meeting Asa made it clear what sort of options I had instead of you.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed,” Mina muttered, looking down. “She’s taller, older, smarter, friendlier, and way sexier. Her tits are even as big as mine.” The fox pressed her chest together with a frown.

      “You missed the part where she dislikes doing anything and annoys the hell out of everyone. Believe it or not, but I think you get along better with Grigor. He and Asa get along like a house on fire, despite being friends.”

      “Heh, I’ve never seen him so grumpy before.”

      “I’d say that he’s surly. It used to be his natural state, and I never realized that Asa was the primary cause,” Rys said.

      “It suits him. He’s all duty and respect otherwise. Asa gives him some life.” Again, Mina’s face fell. “Um, what do I really add that she doesn’t?”

      “The sappy lie is that you’re you and that’s all that matters,” he said drily.

      The fox laughed bitterly while twisting back and forth. They stared out over the barren plain for several long seconds. Her smile faded away, and she gave him a sidelong look.

      “And the real answer?” Her voice barely cut through the wind.

      “You’re a young, energetic, and talented woman desperate to prove her ability and loyalty. The hours and effort you put in shores up your lack of experience. Also, you’re a mystic fox and despite your youth, that’s proving extremely useful. Devils can be detected and cause panic, but your kind are respected,” he explained.

      She nodded, and the tiniest of smiles graced her face. “Thank you. For being honest. Sometimes I still wonder if you only took me in because you like Fara, or because you really wanted to stick your dick between my tits, so it’s nice to hear the actual reasons.”

      “Well, I do want to stick my dick between your tits.”

      Giggling, Mina batted him with her tails. The sensation was glorious as always.

      “So… what do you want me to tell you?” she asked.

      “Nothing. But I want you to remember what caused this problem. You got angry about Marin—I’m smart enough to realize it’s because you felt you deserved me more than her, and thought she’d bed me first.”

      Mina winced and turned away. When she started pacing, he fell into step beside her.

      Her arm linked with his and they remained silent for close to a minute.

      “Yeah, that’s about right,” she said. “I asked to be the next fox in your bed, and it seemed that you were going to take Marin first. That… really hurt.” She refused to face him. “So I wanted to see you denigrate her. Make it clear that even if she felt you inside her first, that I’d still be the winner.”

      “The winner of what?” he asked.

      “I dunno. Life?” Mina stopped walking and ran a hand through her white hair. “Marin’s kind of the exact opposite of me. Even Sarae is better, the talented bitch. Fara told me all about how Marin basically slept her way up the ranks despite being young and incompetent. Here I am, a sucker that wasted decades of my life training for a clan that threw me away, and then Marin sashays in and claims you anyway.”

      Her breath hitched and she looked away.

      Rys debated whether he should wrap an arm around her. On the one hand, this was a learning moment for Mina. He should be hard on her.

      On the other hand, sometimes you caught more flies with honey. As much as Rys liked training others to do things for him, he needed to handle a few things himself.

      So he wrapped an arm around Mina’s back and pulled her against him. She responded by cuddling against him and pulling his cape around her body, her ears flicking against his chin.

      “You should know that I’m a man of my word. That’s how infernal contracts work,” he said.

      “I don’t remember a contract.” Despite her words, Mina giggled. “But I am going to be the next fox you claim?”

      “Prove yourself today, and you’ll find out soon enough.” He stroked her chin and she gasped. “But first, I want you to remember this. Your last major mistake was worse, but it was due to a lack of experience. This one was an emotional mistake. You can’t prevent these with experience. Instead, you need to control what caused the problem in the first place. If you’re constantly jealous, find an outlet. I don’t care if it’s me—Fara seems to enjoy insulting me.”

      “I can’t do that,” Mina muttered. “You’ve given me everything.”

      “Fara’s not actually hurting me. But that outlet can be anything, just find one that helps you.”

      “Okay, Rys.”

      After another minute of cuddling, they broke apart and wandered toward the village. Mina took her time, her tails rubbing against his back and her arm linked with his.

      Suddenly, she asked, “Oh, and what was that about the cape earlier?”

      “Nothing major. I just had an old mentor who wore a similar one.”

      She nodded, understanding that this wasn’t the time to pry. Rys decided he should tell her and the others some stories about Duar when he had the time. So far he’d used them as bedtime stories for Luara, and she seemed to enjoy the sound effects he made to demonstrate all the destruction Duar caused.

      The foxes in the village barely reacted to Rys’s presence, although he spotted at least one dart toward the main hall. He and Mina ambled upward until they reached the entrance.

      Nia and Sarae stood outside the hall, both dressed in more formal robes than usual. They bowed.

      “Really?” Rys asked. “Has Marin made this into an event?”

      “You are a foreign ruler, and she fancies herself an ambassador,” Nia said, her lips quirking upward. “I’m surprised you didn’t bring Fara.”

      He looked at Mina, who shrugged.

      “She didn’t want to be involved, and I know she and Marin have bad blood.” Mina leaned toward Nia. “Did they train or work together at some point?”

      “They grew up together,” Nia said, looking around for eavesdroppers. “Marin’s a few decades older and had something of a following in the village. There’s a lot to dislike about her, but I think my sisters have personal issues with her. Not that Ariko ever talks about them.”

      “I didn’t even know Mom knew her,” Mina said.

      Sarae nodded in agreement. Her tails lowered and she looked at Rys. “Are you going to… do what you did last time?”

      The way she licked her lips suggested she wanted to see another show. Sarae might not be making moves on Rys right now, but her interest in him wasn’t feigned.

      “This is Mina’s meeting. I’ll be talking to Marin about another matter,” he said.

      Given the looks the other foxes threw at Mina, he suspected that part hadn’t been explained to Marin. This would prove to be fun.

      They entered the hall. It was simple enough—a single open room, with some doors at the rear that likely lead to an office. Long tables had been pushed against the walls, although Rys noted that there weren’t any chairs. The building was constructed from local wood, but he wasn’t sure where the floor mats had come from. They weren’t common to the region, as most preferred wooden or stone flooring.

      Marin kneeled at the far end, with two other foxes beside her. A shrine lay in the wall behind her and the smell of incense filled the hall.

      Sandalwood, if Rys wasn’t mistaken, although he caught hints of more subtle scents within it. There didn’t appear to be any magic in the incense.

      “Honored guest, as the esteemed liaison of the Six-Star Alliance to this island, I—” Marin began to say, while bowing her head so that she almost rubbed it against the floor mats.

      “Enough, Marin,” Rys interrupted. “I’ve wasted enough of my life on pointless formalities that I don’t need to see you rub your face on the ground.”

      “I could go for that,” Mina muttered.

      The two foxes behind Marin looked aghast. Both wore exceedingly formal garments made from silk and decorated with intricate woven patterns. Nia rubbed the bridge of her nose while Sarae giggled nervously.

      “You may rule this land, but our practices—” one of the unnamed foxes bellowed while rising to his feet.

      “Haku, enough,” Marin said softly. “I take it this is a private meeting?”

      “Not especially, but I will be discussing confidential matters,” he said, towering over Marin.

      She frowned. “I… see.” She gestured to the foxes behind her. “Leave us.”

      Once the others had left, and Nia steadfastly remained behind, Marin rose to her feet and lead them into the rear of the building. Mina poked Rys in the side, as if annoyed that he hadn’t used his power over Marin more.

      He had said that this was Mina’s problem to take care of, and he meant it. Hopefully she understood that.

      A long platter of sushi filled the center of a low table and cushions sat around it. The foxes took seats, then realized Rys hadn’t joined them.

      “This is definitely new,” he mused, but settled atop a cushion opposite Marin.

      Sarae shot around the table to sit at his side, jostling Nia. The older fox rolled her eyes, then balanced out the table by sitting beside Marin.

      “Choosing a side?” Marin asked Nia.

      “Hardly. But I won’t get my fill of this extravagant feast if I sit next to that pair. Everything they eat goes into their bodies,” Nia said.

      Marin eyed Mina’s breasts, which were larger than her own. Then she smirked at Sarae.

      “Well, that only applies to one of them,” Marin said.

      Sarae grimaced but refused to respond.

      Each of them picked at the sushi for a few minutes. The fish was delightfully fresh and varied, although not all of it was local. Rys wondered how expensive some of it must be, given it was the middle of winter and the fish didn’t taste preserved.

      Or at least, it hadn’t been preserved with ordinary methods. Magic had definitely been involved.

      Mina took turns between eating and shoving food into Rys’s mouth. Sarae followed suit after a few jealous looks. The foxes all ate with their hands, so he followed suit. Even if it did seem strange to pick up rice with his fingers. Not that he needed to, given two foxes were trying to stuff him like a pig.

      “So, Your Majesty, what brings you here today?” Marin asked. “It’s been some time since we’ve last been together. I imagined a more private meeting.”

      She pressed an arm beneath her chest, causing it to nearly spill out.

      Rys looked at Mina, who was carefully laying ginger atop a slice of white fish. She froze, realizing it was time for her to speak up.

      Cheeks flushed, Mina said, “That’s exactly the problem. You’re the liaison, but you won’t deal with Rys. Don’t pretend I haven’t told you a hundred times before to come to the palace.”

      “I represent the clan and the Alliance here. How can I leave them for the whims of a man?” Marin asked.

      “That never seemed to trouble you before,” Nia said. “You presumably left people behind when you came out here to begin with.”

      Marin shot a glare at the woman sitting beside her, before shaking her head. “I did no such thing. The clan needed me and—”

      “Enough,” Rys said. “I really don’t care about your excuses for your past behavior. If you really think I buy into your act, then you may as well get on a boat and leave.”

      Her face went as white as a sheet. She gulped and leaned even farther forward.

      This time, her breasts did pop out of her robe. She gasped and tried to stuff them back in while the younger foxes snickered. Nia merely ate more food.

      Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Rys added, “Mina, this is your meeting. Marin, stop wasting time on court bullshit. If you added up all the time I’ve spent listening to people wiser than you spout absolute nonsense, I’d have another Mina.”

      “You can get another Mina another way,” his spymaster said, wrapping her chest around his arm.

      Surprisingly, Marin didn’t join in. Either she was sufficiently chastised, or the mention of children turned her off.

      Rys ignored Mina’s teasing and ate some sushi himself. The fox pouted at him, but pulled away.

      “You wanted something from me?” Marin asked Mina haughtily. “And you brought His Majesty here to intimidate me?”

      “No, you titty-brained idiot,” Mina said. “I brought Rys here because you might realize that your little tantrum is frustrating him. You begged like a dog and accepted him as your master, but you’re still pissy that you lost to him. Right now, you have a choice: work with me, or get used like a toy. Because I’m the nice one in the room, even if Rys rarely shows his mean side.”

      Had he shown his mean side to Mina?

      Then again, he’d made more than his fair share of threats when recruiting her and Sarae. The two sisters seemed in sync right now, as Sarae nodded in response to Mina’s words and fixed Marin with a glare.

      “Oh, don’t you play along,” Mina spat at her sister, causing Sarae to stare in shock. “What have you even been doing for the past few months? You’re supposed to be Imira’s agent, but I think I’m doing more to further her goals than you are.”

      Sarae flushed and sparks danced in her eyes. “I’m not here to be your secretary, Sis.”

      “So? What have you done other than bat your eyelashes at Rys?”

      “Investigate the Gold Clan’s activities elsewhere in the archipelago. Despite losing Aochi, they’re still active here. I want to know what they’re doing.”

      Mina raised an eyebrow. “And?”

      “And…” Sarae sighed and looked away. “I don’t know. They have an entire operation and network operating here. Infiltrating it hasn’t been easy, and most of what I’ve learned is out-of-date. I think they’ve put their agents in Kavolara to sleep, but who knows when they’ll reactivate them.”

      “Well, that’s better than nothing,” Mina muttered.

      “Considerably better,” Rys said, interrupting.

      Mina’s tails and ears lowered as she deferred to him.

      Turning to Sarae, he continued, “What exactly is causing your problems?”

      “Um… resources, mostly. If the Gold Clan isn’t active on Kavolara, then I can’t easily investigate them. I can’t teleport and don’t have any subordinates, but Imira has made it clear that I’m to…” she trailed off with wide eyes.

      “Stay close to me?” he asked with a smirk. “Well, at least I know Imira has been communicating with you.”

      Mina glared at her sister, who returned it.

      “I’m helping you, but my loyalty remains to the Alliance,” Sarae muttered.

      “If resources are your issue, then I can help you with that,” he said.

      Sarae’s eyes widened, as did Mina’s. The other foxes listened silently.

      Before anyone could voice a reaction, he added the caveats to his offer, “However, I can’t lend agents to anyone who isn’t either working with me or directly furthering my goals. I am a king, after all. Plenty of people want something from me. Furthermore, Mina is my spymaster. You’ll need to convince her that you’re a viable prospect.”

      He was throwing Mina a bone. The look she shot at him suggested that she knew it.

      “I…” Sarae gulped.

      “We can talk about it later,” Mina said, then wheeled on Marin. “But not you. Go on, tell Rys why you’ve done absolutely nothing for nearly a year. I’m sure he’d be happy to promote Nia to run everything for you.”

      “I don’t think he can do that,” Nia said, amused.

      “Oh, he can. If Marin’s stuck in Rys’s bedroom for the rest of her life, then who’s going to stop you from running the village on her behalf?” Mina’s smile turned wicked.

      Nia took in Rys’s flat expression, then shrugged. If she had an opinion on the subject, she hid it well.

      She was a spy, after all, and one that had fooled Mina before. Rys decided to ask Fara to crack her sister open later.

      “If you must know, I’ve been busy building connections and laying the groundwork for you, Rys,” Marin said, suddenly using his name. “You’re here to request my aid, aren’t you? Liorne refused to give it, but I’m your humble, pliable servant. But if you want the foxes to assist you, then they need to know that I’m important and that you can be trusted. That takes time.”

      “And you couldn’t visit Rys once while doing that?” Mina asked.

      “I’ve already told you—”

      Rys let their voices fade out while he considered the situation.

      This was different to what Fara had said it was. While she was partly right that this was due to raw animosity between Mina and Marin, there was a deeper reason that would have caused problems no matter what.

      Marin didn’t respect Mina.

      Even with Mina throwing around nigh-fatal threats, embarrassing Marin, and cornering her with several allies, the older fox gave no ground. Only when addressing Rys did she become cooperative.

      Rys had seen this many times before in infernal courts, particularly in Lacrissa’s. The problem here was fundamental: Marin felt that Mina only held power through Rys. As such, any threat Mina made meant nothing if Marin convinced herself that Rys wouldn’t carry them out.

      The brinksmanship would frustrate and tie up Mina, as it already had, while rewarding Marin for sabotaging everything.

      When he had been young and dumb, he’d wondered why the infernals caught in Mina’s position didn’t convince their master to carry out a threat. As the king refusing to do so, the reason for that was obvious.

      Then he had grown older and became frustrated that the infernals didn’t carry out the threat themselves. That was how he resolved such issues.

      But Rys knew that if Mina turned up one day with Marin’s head or with her body full of toys and ready for use, he’d be genuinely angry. He’d recruited Marin for a specific reason, even if she wasn’t anywhere near as valuable as Mina.

      Mina had recognized both of these facts. The mess was hers to clean up, but she couldn’t permanently damage Marin’s position, as that was what made her useful.

      Not intervening at this point would make Rys negligent. He knew better by now.

      After all, if the problem was that Marin didn’t believe Mina’s threats held water, then he could correct that.

      “Enough,” he said, cutting off the ongoing argument.

      All eyes turned to him.

      “Mina, if Marin won’t cooperate, what will you do?” he asked.

      She gulped, then looked between her smiling opponent and her king. “Replacing her is a step too far, without your permission. I’d hogtie her, bind her tails, and deliver her to you for judgment.”

      “Do it then,” he said.

      Marin’s eyes widened and she shot to her feet. “I’d love to see the little twerp try, with her pathetic four tails.”

      Nia lowered her cup. “There are three of us, Marin. You might have five tails, but I know you’re not trained for combat. Those daggers you hide are meaningless. I’ll shatter your bones before you harm my niece.”

      “This is treason!”

      Nia snorted. “You’ve openly admitted that you’re serving a master other than the Pharosian Emperor and are manipulating our people to help King Talarys. Quite rich to talk of treason.”

      “I’m still surprised,” Rys said.

      She eyed him. “You’ve made my sister happier than I’ve ever known her. That makes me happy. To me, the clan is about family. You seem to understand that, even if I disagree with your methods.” She paused. “Deeply disagree. I’m more of a fan of summary execution or torture, than sex.”

      Sarae and Mina giggled.

      “You realize we both received training on how to seduce men with our bodies? I’m pretty sure I was taught the same hogtying technique that Mina plans to use,” Sarae said.

      Realization dawned on Marin’s face that she couldn’t overcome the other foxes. She turned to Rys himself.

      “Rys, you aren’t—”

      “This is Mina’s meeting. I simply reminded her that she has the authority to carry out punishments. That’s something I think both of you have forgotten.” He sighed. “This whole situation could have been resolved months ago if you hadn’t. Mina’s my spymaster, and if she wants to drop you off in my bedroom, wet and willing, she can. You said you’d serve me, and refusing to see me isn’t service, Marin.”

      Mina stood up. “Well, ready to be hogtied?”

      “Fuck off,” Marin spat, then sat down. “Fine, I’ll admit that I stayed away. What’s my punishment, Your Majesty?”

      “Nothing, so long as you stop wasting my time,” he said, glaring at her. “Consider Mina to be your handler. If you step out of line again, I don’t mind if she takes drastic steps to remind you of your place.”

      Marin gulped, then bowed so that her head scraped the table.

      “Sit up,” Mina spat. “Creator below, you’ve ignored me for months. Rys wants something from you, so sit up and be a good little fox.”

      Somehow maintaining her composure despite a tightness to her lips, Marin waited for Rys to address her.

      “I want to end the Malus League. To do that, I want the assistance of you and your foxes. They’re evil, by your standards,” he said. “I also plan to hold a conference to drum up widespread support. You’re going to show up there and help win over the other representatives with the news that King Talarys has the support of mystic foxes.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Marin muttered. After a few long seconds, she smiled at him. “That shouldn’t be too hard, but I will need permission.”

      “From who?”

      “Imira and Liorne.”

      Rys looked at Sarae, who shrugged.

      “Imira has given me carte blanche to do whatever I want with the League. She considers them a pest rather than a foreign nation, so doesn’t feel the need to inform the Imperial Court,” she explained.

      “Sarae, you’ll contact Imira. Once we hear from her, Marin can contact Liorne. By the time we’ve heard from everyone, the conference might be ready. I’m expecting the Federation to drag their feet long enough that war won’t be possible this year,” he said.

      Everyone agreed to his orders, and he trooped out with all the foxes, save Marin.

      Nia stopped him at the outskirts of the village. “I want to make this clear. While I don’t support what you’re doing—”

      “You do support Fara,” Rys finished.

      “Yes.” She sighed and ran a hand through her white hair. “I don’t think we can walk back from this path. Once you’re committed… I’d like you to take in Ariko.”

      “And you?” he asked.

      “I have connections in Pharos,” Nia said. “Those would be useless to you if I publicly backed you. Now that the village is no longer in convalescence, I’ll need to return soon anyway. Our clan head, Tirara, is complaining about Fara, Mina, and the village’s behavior. If I don’t appear in person, things will worsen.”

      “Make sure you come back,” Rys said.

      She smiled at him. “For Fara?”

      “You don’t seem half bad yourself.”

      “Hah. I know you’re only thinking about getting three sisters into one bed. Fara’s told me all about your lechery.” Nia bowed, then wandered back into the village.

      Rys teleported back to the palace with Mina and Sarae. For whatever reason, both sisters followed him back to his bedroom. He changed out of his stuffy clothing into something more comfortable.

      Then he turned and stared at the red-faced foxes staring at him from his bed.

      “Did you enjoy the show?” he drawled.

      “Yes,” they said together, eyes gleaming.

      Mina scowled at her sister. “Why are you even here? Rys is my king.”

      “He offered to let me serve him…” Sarae muttered.

      “Oh? What happened to being loyal to the alliance?”

      “Fuck you, Sis. You don’t even want me to work for you, do you?” Grinning, Sarae turned back to Rys. “Oh, Your Majesty, why don’t you punish your spymaster for acting against your earlier orders. I’m a young, supple fox who only desires to serve you.”

      Mina looked as though she might explode. Her tails puffed up and she bared her teeth.

      Rys leaned against his desk and laughed. “Oh? Then why don’t you prove it?”

      Both foxes froze.

      Mina moved first. “Like hell she gets a taste first. Rys, you promised!” Her hands pawed at his crotch.

      His flaccid cock flopped out onto her face, before immediately vanishing into her mouth with loud slurps.

      Her fox ears twitched happily as she sucked and licked at his length. He felt her moans rumble along his length and gently pushed the back of her head against his crotch. Mina locked eyes with him as she braced her hands against his thighs and began bobbing along his entire shaft.

      Behind her, Sarae stared transfixed at Mina. Her fingers slid into her robe as she fell to her knees, playing with herself. The sweet scent of two happy, sexually-charged women filled the bedroom alongside the loud pops and slurps that Mina made.

      Mina’s hands pulled down her top and she swiftly undid her bindings, allowing the cloth to fall to the ground. She popped off him.

      “Uh, do you prefer tits or my throat?” Mina asked. “You seem to use both with Maria, but I don’t think I want it to be that rough right now. Maybe next time.”

      “Not next time. You should build up to that sort of thing.”

      “Did Maria?”

      “Yes. She mostly wanted me to do this.” Rys stepped forward and pressed the full length of his now-erect cock against Mina’s face.

      Her tongue shot out and lapped against the bottom of his shaft. He heard Sarae mumble something incoherent and lustful, but ignored her.

      “Rys, you haven’t answered my question,” Mina whined around the meat on top of her face. “Tits or throat?”

      He answered her by gripping the back of her head and physically peeling her off him. Mina obediently opened her mouth wide, making an “ah” sound as she did so.

      So he met her expectations by ramming his cock down her throat as far as it would go. Her tails shot up into the air in shock as his tip filled her little mouth, before she calmed down and moaned around the thick shaft stuffed down her throat.

      Those huge tits of hers crushed against his legs as her face pressed against his crotch. Rys held Mina tightly against him with one hand while staring at Sarae.

      The other fox was lost in self-pleasure as her fingers rubbed herself wildly. Her moans echoed off the walls and he had trouble telling the scent of the two women apart.

      Paying attention to the wrong fox annoyed Mina, and she began moving back and forth rapidly. He groaned as her throat coiled around him. His fingers wrapped themselves in her white hair. The speed she moved at pushed him toward climax, and he added his own strength to increase her pace.

      The slap of her tits against his legs reached peak volume right as he pulled her tightly against him. Muffled noises of surprise escaped Mina as he burst in her mouth, and fat white ropes shot down her throat one after another. Dribbles of seed escaped from the edges of her lips.

      When he pulled out, a few last shots escaped him, painting her face white. Mina closed her mouth over his tip and suckled out the rest, while trying to clean herself off with her hands.

      “I wanted some on my chest,” she complained after pulling away. “Can we do it again? I want to do something that Sarae can’t?”

      “Hey,” Sarae said, if weakly. She was still recovering from her earlier orgasm.

      “I have a better idea,” Rys said.

      He walked around Mina. She turned to face him, and he sighed.

      “Face that way,” he said, pointing at a specific wall.

      This time, when he walked around her, Mina didn’t turn around. She still pivoted her face to look at him.

      He bent down and picked her up from behind. She immediately began flailing about in surprise and her tails hit him in the face repeatedly.

      “You should do this more often,” he said between mouthfuls of fluff.

      “And you shouldn’t do this at all. Put me down, Rys!” Mina squealed. “Sarae’s right there.”

      She was indeed, and staring right at the parted clothes and underwear of Mina. Rys intentionally walked over to Sarae, holding Mina aloft.

      Both women fell oddly silent. Rys’s cock hung fully erect beneath Mina, who was held in his arms above Sarae, with her back to him.

      “What’s wrong?” Mina asked Sarae. “I thought you wanted to serve Rys?”

      “You’re talking big for someone about to have that shoved in her,” Sarae growled back. “Bet you won’t be so talkative once he’s bouncing you up and down.”

      Mina pouted and looked over her shoulder at him. “Rys, give me a kiss. I want one if you’re going to take me like this.”

      “In a second,” he said, ignoring the way she pressed her face against his and the tails rubbing against his body. “Why don’t you give Mina a hand, Sarae? Help slide me in and take her first time.”

      Sarae’s eyes widened as she realized what he was asking her to do. Despite that, her hands rose slowly to his crotch. Mina’s pussy was only inches away, dripping wet and waiting to be used.

      Once he felt a soft, warm hand close over his cock, Rys gave Mina that kiss she wanted. She moaned into his mouth.

      At the same time, he lowered her body slowly but surely. He felt his tip press against her pussy as Sarae guided him in. The moans and gasps of the other fox grew louder with each passing second.

      Then he slid right in and Mina nearly screamed into his mouth. His tip settled deep inside her, and he felt her warm juices trickle down his shaft and balls. Fluffy tails wrapped around his body and beat wildly against him.

      Something warm wrapped around his balls and he both felt and heard suckling. Breaking the kiss with a moaning, plaintive Mina, Rys looked down to see Sarae with one of his nuts in her mouth. They locked eyes for a second.

      Then he bounced Mina, and several droplets of her juices splashed all over Sarae. She tried to gasp, but stopped herself. Rys bounced Mina again, and again. Sarae began to actively suckle his ball sack while he bounced another fox on his cock and covered her face in sexual fluids.

      “Rys, stop looking at her and fuck me,” Mina moaned. “I’m the one with your cock in me, not her.”

      He let out a breathy chuckle. Then he began rapidly moving the fox in his arms up and down in a rhythm—smooth at first, then as fast as possible as her moans turned into shrieks of pleasure.

      Mina’s tits flailed about with abandon. The hardened pink nipples on them turned into blurs as her body bounced around far faster than somebody with her curves was built to move. Wet, juicy slaps filled the room every time Rys brought her down, as her juices spilled all over his thighs and her ass.

      “Inside, inside, inside,” she moaned. “Spray it all inside.”

      He grunted and increased his pace, realizing Mina was close to her climax. She let out a scream and the muscles in her legs tightened up. He felt the powerful tendons in them pressing against his hands.

      Speeding up to his maximum, Rys slammed her up and down along his cock while focusing on coming himself.

      Then he hit it, and sprayed her womb with every drop he had inside himself. She let out another yelp as warmth flooded her, only to whine as he popped out of her.

      Messy, thick gobs of white drooled out of Mina and coated his length. Sarae swiftly swooped in and swallowed up his cock. Her eyes stared vacantly ahead as she cleaned him up.

      “That’s mine,” Mina whined as she watched the other fox claim her prize. “Rys, let me go.”

      “There’s more to come,” he said, waiting for Sarae to finish up. “Done?”

      Sarae slipped off his length and nodded obediently.

      “Well then, let’s try round two.”

      “Of?” Mina asked.

      “I dunno. If we lose count, we’re doing pretty well for your first time. Especially with Sarae here.”
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      Tucked away in the swampland of Kavolara stood a single tower, standing dozens of stories tall. Gaping pits dotted the ground around it, and a handful of figures could be seen moving across the circle of barren dirt that surrounded the tower. Rock piles were evenly spaced out in a circle around the tower, and they thrummed with magical energy.

      A woman dangled her legs off the very top of the building, staring down at the shambling figures below. Her skin was darker in complexion than most of the archipelago’s inhabitants—save perhaps Maliah Jyarvic and the dark elves from Pharos. A pair of pointed ears protruded from short silver hair, which was done up in a ponytail. Most of her body was on display, as she wore little other than a severely cut vest and hot pants.

      “Taking in the sights, Harah?” another woman asked as she ascended onto the rooftop.

      The newcomer looked almost identical to the first woman, but swathed herself from head to toe in red and black robes. She also carried a rune-encrusted scythe easily as tall as she was.

      “Is he ready yet? There’s been little enough to do lately, but we’re supposed to go into this city of his once he’s done,” Harah said.

      “Already trying to flee the coop and find your true master?” The second woman laughed at Harah’s angry expression. “I still can’t believe you stole my summons, and he kept you. Quite amusing.”

      Harah grimaced. It had been far too long since anyone had even attempted to summon her. The mage, Varian, who summoned them was capable but lacked experience with infernalism. That inexperience showed when he cast too wide of a net—he hadn’t wanted Harah, but her sister.

      That thought chafed at her. Sesrah had taken her scythe, her status, and now mages wanted to summon her instead.

      Who was it that had served in Ariel’s court in the Infernal Empire? Who had been the prized assassin capable of slaying almost any infernal with her unique Gifts? Who had served one of Malusian’s greatest generals?

      Harah internally scrubbed that last question. More than anyone else, she hated that man.

      “I asked a question. Is he ready yet?” Harah asked, repeating the question to her sister.

      Sesrah shrugged. “I believe so. He’s gone over the summoning circle all day. If he waits any long, Talarys will find this shithole and ruin my mistress’s plans.”

      “That sounds a lot like something that isn’t my problem.”

      “Oh? So you are trying to escape.” Sesrah smirked.

      “I don’t care to serve a pathetic mortal like this one. A great mage in this era is a mediocre one in ours.” Despite her words, Harah stood and descended the stairs into the tower.

      Sesrah followed. “Our era is the present, dear sister. We’re alive. Maybe you should work with what you have.”

      Gritting her teeth, Harah said nothing for several minutes as they descended multiple floors. The rooms they passed through were full of all manner of magitech, glowing crystals, runes, and active spell formations.

      She stopped in the room her current summoner spent most of his time in. The ceiling held a glowing crystal the size of a small house. Harah wasn’t sure if it was actually blue in color, or if that was an effect of the energy circulating inside it.

      “If I promise to help, will you give me back my scythe?” Harah asked.

      Her sister snorted and twirled the weapon in question. “This glorious tool is what makes me the superior sister. You can pout and hide in the corner all you like. Without this, you hold only a fraction of your old value.” Sesrah grinned maliciously. “Will Talarys even want used goods like you, when he can have me?”

      “Showing your true colors, aren’t we?” Harah growled. “What happened to loyalty?”

      “Oh, I’m loyal. But a smart devil knows when to change their spots. You and your old friends never learned that, save for the fat one and the lazy one.”

      “Those are the same person.”

      Sesrah rolled her eyes. “I’m talking about Frederick and Serasfir, you dolt.”

      As if Harah didn’t know that. Her sister loved to act superior, but Harah had lived through the experiences her sister gloated about. While Sesrah had spent centuries scraping and bowing in some inferior court in some shithole city, Harah had served both Ariel and Talarys as a spymaster and assassin. The heads she had collected could fill a book of myth and legend from the Empire.

      Not that she actually collected their heads. The nature of her Gifts meant that her targets tended to explode in a vortex of energy as their magical essence imploded and vaporized their body.

      If Harah still had that scythe, she’d be capable of continuing that reign of destruction. Instead, Sesrah bandied it around like a child with an expensive toy. Did she even know how to use it? Or the sort of individuals to use it on? Harah had been trained and taught in excruciating detail.

      “Are you coming? Or staying in your little dreamland?” Sesrah suddenly asked, her head poking up from the stairs.

      Harah flipped the bird at her sister, but still joined her. They soon found their summoner, who stood around one of the most intricate summoning circles she had seen.

      Although she had seen far more complex. The ones that Rys used to summon powerful infernals far outstripped the quality of this one. Given the infernal that Varian planned to summon, Harah sincerely doubted this was good enough.

      For one thing, she noted that the number of protective runes in the outer sections of the circle were a fraction of those that Rys used. Did this idiot not understand the consequences of allowing a summoned infernal to unleash their power before being bound?

      Sesrah apparently didn’t, either. She had helped Varian craft this circle. Harah ignored them for the past few months, while wondering when something might actually happen.

      “Harah wants to know if you’re ready,” Sesrah told the man in the room.

      At least, Harah thought he was a man. Her soulsight told her as such, but he seemed to be more magical energy than physical human. The power that casually cascaded off him would have been choking to lesser beings, but Harah was a royal devil and shrugged it off.

      Varian himself wore a fully-enclosed suit of armor composed of overlapping black steel blacks. A thick black coat and hood shrouded most of his body, and a plain white ceramic mask covered his face. Two holes had been poked into the mask. No skin showed through his clothes.

      “It’s been ready for some time,” he said. His voice was cold, blatantly artificial, and projected itself a good foot in front of his face. “But a wise man does not rush a summoning of the Devil Queen herself. I’ve read the stories of mage towers being destroyed by summoned infernals. If I’m to be the next Kushan, then I can’t have my tower reduced to a smoking crater.”

      Sesrah looked at Harah and smirked. One of those stories was surely about Darus herself, who had once leveled a mage tower that summoned her.

      “Now then, take your positions. If anything goes wrong—” Varian began to say.

      “We’ll be dead,” Harah said flatly. “This is the Devil Queen. If her power escapes the circle, then you’re a corpse and we’re banished. If we’re lucky.”

      “I can teleport you to safety,” Sesrah said, throwing a warning glance at her sister. “Your teleportation wards don’t work against our short-range teleportation Gift.”

      “A concerning matter. But I’ve let it slide given how advantageous it is for now,” Varian said. “Let us begin.”

      The ritual itself didn’t take long. After a few short minutes, red light and shadow filled the room.

      When it cleared, a genuinely breathtaking woman sat in the center of the circle. An ostentatious chair made from ebony and silver had been conjured along with her, and she sat atop it with crossed legs and a stony expression.

      Harah’s heart nearly stopped at the sight of her former master. It had been well over a millennium since she had seen Ariel. Not since the Fall of Ruathym, when she had been briefly unsummoned along with countless other infernals in the Forever Banishing. Only Rys had spared her the fate of so many others.

      Captivating red eyes took in each person present. Glossy black hair done up in the latest style of Hell flowed down Ariel’s perfectly-shaped face. Pointed elfin ears were visible through it.

      But the real star of the show were her clothes. Ariel’s theme today was a regal purple. Her lipstick, dress, stockings, and fur coat shimmered with varying shades of violet, indigo, and purple. Jewelry hung from her fingers and arms, much of it glowing with ominous runes and powerful enchantments. Her body was on display, making her abundant cleavage and shapely thighs apparent to all.

      “You’re not the man I had hoped to see,” the Devil Queen said, her voice both imperious and charming. If she whispered in a man’s ear, he’d give up his soul in a heartbeat.

      “My name is Varian. It is an absolute honor to make the acquaintance of the Devil Queen herself.” He bowed deeply, and even bent his knee.

      “Mmm. That name and appearance. I know you.” Ariel raised a hand and a golden goblet appeared in it. She sipped from it and made a thoughtful noise.

      Both Harah and Sesrah froze at the display of power. For Ariel to use her sorcery so casually meant that she had likely been summoned incorrectly.

      “Your friends made quite the ruckus on Gauron. I believe one of my handmaidens helped you escape.” Ariel swirled her wine. “To think you came to this forsaken place. Being back here dredges up memories I’d prefer to stay sealed away, like so many other things should be.”

      Harah’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull. Ariel knew where they were?

      That was the surest sign yet that the summoning circle had failed to contain her power. She shouldn’t be able to use her magical senses to probe anything outside the circle itself, and the inside was purified of all external energy during the summoning process.

      A single wrong word from Varian could end everything. Sesrah’s tense muscles indicated she had realized as much.

      “I am indeed indebted to you and your court,” Varian said smoothly. “But I approach you today for an entirely different reason.”

      “You want me to lend you my power, a handmaiden, and an army to conquer Aefierla?” Ariel laughed. “I’m sorry, that’s just a joke I like to make whenever somebody summons me. Pay it no mind. But you aren’t Kushan. Keep your request reasonable, and it may even be granted—at the right price, of course.”

      Varian folded his arms behind his back, but the way he clenched and unclenched his fists belied his emotions.

      After a few moments, the man continued, “I’ve spoken with the ladies Darus—”

      “You don’t need to pretend you’re not working for her. I can see her servant back there.” Ariel’s eyes landed on Sesrah, then on Harah. “A curious choice to summon her sister as well.”

      “Then I shall cut to the chase. My goal is to summon the power necessary to conquer the neighboring kingdoms, and then the archipelago. This will surely attract attention from Gauron and its mage towers, but with enough power they can be sent scurrying. A pact with you—”

      “Do not get ahead of yourself,” the queen said coldly, her voice laced with quiet thunder. “You are not Kushan, and I didn’t even pact with him. There is no summoner active that I would waste my time on.”

      Active. Harah found that a curiously specific choice of words. Why not use the word “alive?” Licking her lips, she began to form a suspicion.

      Varian cleared his throat. “My apologies. Then a pact with one of your servants. Not a mere summoning like Elias conducted last time, but a genuine alliance.”

      “To what? Crush some nations in the middle of nowhere? Tell me, what about these pathetic kingdoms requires the presence of a royal devil? My handmaiden aided you last time because the price was right, and you faced the combined might of nearly an entire continent—including Azrael’s revenant.”

      “There is a powerful summoner to the north,” Varian said. “I am afraid that I am contracted not to speak his name, but I can allude to his feats.”

      Ariel’s eyes narrowed and she lowered her glass. Her attention remained firmly fixed on Varian, which likely didn’t help his nerves.

      The contract had been Harah’s idea, as she didn’t want Rys’s name spread just anywhere. By making an infernal contract with her to not inform unbound infernals of Rys’s name, that prevented Varian from revealing his identity to people who knew him.

      “His servants are plentiful and powerful,” Varian continued. “Demon princes—both Bausfrahr and Kashlovian; succubi; noble demons; and other devils such as Ashen that are common servants of infernalists.”

      A broad smile crossed Ariel’s face. “Oh? An interesting assortment of infernals. But I understand the need for power then. You don’t need the power of an individual devil, but that of many.” Her gaze turned distant and she remained silent for close to a minute.

      Varian stood there, awaiting a reply. He’d made his case. Rushing the Devil Queen would do little more than run up the cost.

      “Very well. I have just the agent in mind,” she said. “Not a handmaiden, but a devil skilled in operating from the shadows. One of my spymasters has gone missing of late, the Demon Lord Grishaw, but I have many more. You have my permission to pact with Tephrys.”

      “And the price?” he asked.

      “Whether you know it or not, you’ve already paid it.” Ariel laughed.

      Then she vanished in a flash of red light. As expected, she had been in complete control of the summoning from the very beginning.

      Varian cursed and paced across the room. “I dislike this. What price is that? Is she claiming responsibility for the past? Or has she somehow sunk her claws into my soul?”

      The sisters said nothing. No doubt Sesrah had come to the same conclusion that Harah had.

      “We should pact with Tephrys immediately. The same circle can suffice,” Sesrah said, stepping forward. “Just change the name and a few details. The pact should still work.”

      “Who is this Tephrys?’ Varian asked.

      “One of the Devil Queen’s spymasters,” Harah answered. “He defected from Malusian a little over a century ago, but had likely been a double-agent the entire time. I understand that he served Thibault, one of Malusian’s generals.”

      “I’ve read about Duar, Argran, and Lacrissa, but not this Thibault,” he said.

      “He’s new,” Sesrah said. “And generally kept a secret. Has something of a chip on his shoulder, as he has big boots to fill. But that’s a story for another era.”

      The way Varian stared at Sesrah suggested he disagreed. Darus had explained exceedingly little about Rys to Varian, other than that she wanted him alive and couldn’t act against him directly. The storied history of Malusian’s forgotten general remained hidden a little longer.

      Varian quickly wrapped up the next summoning, but cursed repeatedly as he made changes to the circle. Hopefully that didn’t cause mistakes.

      The devil that appeared this time was an exceedingly handsome man. His face appeared ripped right from a painting, even if nothing else did. A puffy coat that glittered in the dim light of the room covered a shockingly white suit. Feathers rose up from his collar like a plumed crest. His hair was black, but had metallic silver stripes through it.

      “Ah, you must be the mage Ariel told me about,” Tephrys said, giving an ostentatious bow. “I am the royal devil Tephrys. Don’t worry about explanations—my queen has told me everything. I merely need to hear the conditions of the pact, and then we can seal it.”

      Varian visibly calmed down and folded his arms. “It is nice to be able to skip the redundant affairs. My conditions are simple: I wish for the power to kill Queen Faeris of Gorgria and to destroy all of her allies. Your price?”

      “Hmm. How big are the nations you’re fighting? I didn’t get the details of your opponents.”

      “By the standards of Gauron, pitiful. Armies in the tens of thousands would stretch these nations close to breaking,” Varian said. “But there are powerful warriors within them, potentially capable of turning back the great fleets of the continents.”

      “That’s what I needed to hear.” Tephrys tapped his chin. “That could be comparable to a small but powerful nation on Gauron, such as Malataine or that new draconic kingdom in Guelburg.”

      “Does it matter that much?”

      “It’s the entire basis of the pact. They draw power from the infernal contract itself, and both sides need to offer roughly equivalent amounts. In this case, I’ll need my own kingdom. A better base of operations is a start, but I am a royal devil, and royalty rules from a place of power.” The devil grinned.

      “Done. You can take what territory you wish as we claim it from our enemies.”

      “You’ll need to offer something faster than that, but it’s a start. Pacts falter if the contract isn’t fulfilled.” Tephrys leaned forward. “All that power needs to be used, mage. I’m not here to feather your nest.”

      Varian nodded. The implied threat was apparent.

      Once this pact was formed, there was no going back. Tephrys’s terms required Varian to plunge the League into war, and much sooner than planned.

      “Then let us form the pact, and bring an end to Faeris and her puppets,” Varian declared.
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      “Ah, so this is where you are,” Vallis said to Rys upon entering his office.

      Rys stood over the map table in the war room, looking through recording crystals sent by Leth and his Haunts. The images contained within them captured troop movements and the current state of New Ahm.

      Based on what he saw, it appeared that Maliah Jyarvic, the archwarlock of the Malus League, was preparing for war.

      The past six months had been busy ones for Rys and his subordinates. Their tasks were many: building up his armies; preparing for the coming conference; gathering intelligence on the Malus League; and investigating the Labyrinth for more slates and the next conduit. So far, only the first three had borne fruit.

      Orthrus remained convinced that the other power conduits lay beyond Dalyros’s Labyrinth, which was closed off to Rys. Or else the conduits were outside the Labyrinth itself. Both options were a non-starter for now.

      In the meantime, the world continued turning. Maliah’s own preparations for war were proof of that. Between the Federation and Pharos, getting the conference off the ground was a glacial affair. Messages could take weeks to be responded to.

      It was nearly August, close to Luara’s first birthday, and the conference date was finally approaching. Rys had been awake for roughly two and a half years by this point, and a king for over two.

      “There’s more room in here,” Rys said to Vallis, gesturing to the other occupants of the room.

      Toys and building blocks lay scattered across the open space in front of the map table. In the middle of that mess sat Luara, who put the blocks together with far too much concentration for a ten-month-old toddler. She could barely walk with the help of her parents but seemed intent on building miniature cities.

      The stares Rys received upon learning of Luara’s favorite activity were telling. Empire-building ran in the family, evidently.

      Freisa watched over the toddler from the far side of the room. The maids had controlled the amount of food they served today, but there was still a sizeable platter of varied snacks and cakes for the devil to munch on.

      “You know, I thought you summoned Freisa to protect me,” Vallis said as she approached him.

      “It was your order to protect Lady Luara, Mistress Vallis,” Freisa said.

      “I mean…” Vallis cleared her throat. “You don’t seem to be complaining, Rys.”

      “Not after Morai’s visit, no,” he said. “Freisa can still travel with you, Maria, or Alsia as necessary, but I’m wondering if she’s better off protecting the palace and those inside in general.”

      Or he might summon some other Arcas devils, even if they’re not as powerful as Freisa. More bodyguards would probably be a good idea. It was either that, or rely on raw numbers of demons or common devils.

      Rys didn’t want to commit to an option, however. If he wasted valuable summoning power, he might not have enough available to handle the upcoming war. His opportunity to explore further and find more slates or another conduit were fading.

      “So, what’s with this pairing?” he asked, gesturing to Grigor, who had slipped in behind Vallis.

      “News,” Grigor uttered as he approached the table. “And guests.”

      “Unca!” Luara chirped, waving a block at Grigor.

      The demon prince paused, then turned and bent down over Luara. The sight of the gargantuan being towering over the tiny babe would terrify most parents, but Rys merely watched on with an amused smile.

      “Boo,” Grigor said, his ember-like eyes, stone mask, and vicious maw only inches away from her face.

      Luara promptly booped him on the tip of his face. Grigor blinked with all four of his eyes. Giggling, Luara turned away and swiftly became full of concentration.

      With a sigh, Grigor rose and stepped up to the table.

      “That never gets old,” Vallis said as she joined them. “Were you this much fun around children in the Empire?”

      “No. Not in the Empire,” Grigor said.

      Vallis raised an eyebrow and looked at Rys, who shrugged. Something scratched at his mind, but he ignored it. He didn’t want to black out right now.

      “So, what news?” Rys asked. “I’m assuming the guests are for the conference.”

      “You’d be right about that,” Vallis said. “I figured the guests wouldn’t arrive for another week or two. The conference isn’t until August.”

      “Most of our guests are traveling by sea, and one is coming from another continent. If they want to be here for the conference, they’ll arrive early. It’s fairly normal for there to be a lengthy stay before and after major events such as this, particularly when the envoy doesn’t travel much,” Rys said.

      “Huh. Guess that makes sense. I’d spend as much time as I could in a palace as well.” Vallis made a confused face as she realized that she now lived in a palace, then shrugged it off. “Anyway, the first guests are the foxes, actually. Some modest vessels dropped Liorne and his retinue off at Tarmouth a few days ago. Marin left to greet him this morning.”

      Rys nodded, then gathered up the recording crystals. No reason to leave them out. “Freisa, stay with Luara. She’ll be under your guard for the next few weeks.”

      “Weeks?” Vallis asked while the Arcas devil nodded seriously.

      As he walked toward the exit, Rys said, “You’ll be under the guard of Fara, Grigor, Asa, and others while the conference takes place. But Luara needs dedicated protection with so many strangers around.”

      They all looked at the little one, who promptly knocked down the castle she was building. The blocks flew across the room fast enough to implant themselves in the wooden walls. Freisa caught one of them, then rose and collected the rest.

      “Uh, what happens if those hit us?” Vallis asked, eyes wide as she cowered behind Grigor.

      Neither of the men had flinched. They had gotten used to Luara’s little tantrums.

      “She’s pretty good at not launching them at anyone who can’t take a hit,” Rys said. “The worst she’s done so far is knock Asa over.”

      “Why?” Vallis’s voice was strangled.

      “Does she need a reason?” Grigor asked.

      Rys and Vallis looked at him. He didn’t even have the grace to look sheepish and merely stared back at them.

      “Rys, your daughter is more of a tyrant than you are. She can’t even speak and she’s learning to use the whip,” Vallis said. “How does she even do that?”

      “Astral power, but she’s mostly just hurling the ‘power’ part around, not the astral,” Rys said. “Be good, Luara.”

      “Papa,” Luara said back, looking at him with oddly serious eyes.

      She always looked like that when staring at him. He’d find it unnerving, but he could feel a strange warmth through the magical connection he had with her. While he had yet to determine what that connection meant, it did mean that he understood her emotions somewhat. She seemed to be a happy little tyke, so he let her act as strangely as she wanted while she was young.

      After saying goodbye to Luara properly, they left the war room.

      “The news?” he asked again.

      “It’s bad,” Vallis said. “Morai isn’t coming to the conference.”

      “Hardly a surprise.”

      “I’ve also told Hyrie’s pet duke to stay away. Alsia and Maria are about to return, so the palace should be very full,” she continued. “Graem also let me know that somebody is looking for you. Somebody from Gauron.”

      Rys stopped in the hallway. Both Vallis and Grigor stopped as well, causing some of the nearby servants to look at them in surprise.

      “I take it you don’t know who?” he asked her.

      “No. Apparently they were forging messages from prestigious mage towers, but they were asking about you.”

      He grunted. That could easily be Darus sending her minions after him.

      Grigor’s grim face reminded him of another possibility.

      “Grigor, is this that… other person?” Rys asked, ignoring the pounding in his head.

      “Perhaps,” the demon prince hedged. “I am doubtful.”

      “Uh, who?” Vallis asked.

      “You are better off not knowing,” Grigor said. “The dangers of informing you of the secret outweigh the benefits, if there even are any. Especially with Darus active again. If she or one of her agents was to learn it…”

      The expression on Grigor’s face spoke volumes.

      “New topic,” Rys said. “Or at least talk about that away from me, so I don’t pass out.”

      “Uh, right.” Vallis began to walk again, and they quickly resumed their journey to the foyer. “I’m going to be pretty busy for the next few weeks. Not so much with the conference prep, but taking care of the kingdom. Maria and Alsia can do the sweet talking, as they know people. I don’t want to embarrass myself.”

      “It would be a learning experience to be involved,” Rys said.

      “Sure, but I’m pretty happy being your shadow and puppeteering the kingdom from the palace. You always talk about the power of delegation and what subordinates are for. Well, Maria and Alsia are better at buttering up foreign dignitaries and I’m better at being an administrator. Just like you hate actually getting your hands dirty on the nitty-gritty.” She grinned. “Plus, with everyone out of my hair lately, I’ve found time to resume my studies.”

      They entered the foyer. Although most of Rys’s attention had been on the palace exterior, in order to build up its defenses, he had touched up the interior as well.

      When he had first constructed the manor, the design had been intentionally muted. Wood, stone, local materials, brass, and lots of understated but impressive decorations such as water features. His intention was to appear wealthy, but not ostentatious. That approach had been maintained when he had expanded the manor into a palace.

      But it had served its purpose, and Rys needed to impress the envoys of multiple nations now. Fortunately, he could easily replace many of the materials using the power of Castle Aion.

      The entire façade was now replaced with white granite, and the roof was a sleek blue. The dark wooden frames around the windows and doors implied he had imported the wood from overseas, and he’d chosen black steel trims where necessary. The same color scheme continued indoors, with bright building materials, strong use of the blue from the nation’s flag, and black accents.

      Maria had complained when he tried to replace the water features, so he’d instead crafted fake magitech devices for display. Outside of the baths, the palace ran entirely on an internal power source. But magitech was prized in the archipelago, and tricking visitors into believing that Rys had it coming out of his ears had value.

      Personally, he’d prefer an outright darker color scheme. But given he needed to convince a bunch of nations that he wasn’t an evil infernalist sorcerer lord bent on conquering Harrium, it probably wasn’t a great idea to turn his palace into an obsidian fortress with a moat of lava.

      “You mean you’re studying to become a mage again?” Rys asked Vallis, picking the conversation back up.

      “Well, not officially. But I want to actually cast spells,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “You’re better than I am at evocation now, especially now that you’re practicing with Graem and Mave.”

      “This isn’t about fighting, is it?”

      “Hell no.” Vallis shook her head repeatedly. “But almost everyone else can do more interesting stuff than just shuffle paperwork. Even Tyrisa sneaks away to practice her sorcery, and she’s the most obnoxious bureaucrat to ever grace Harrium.”

      “You should tell her that to her face. She’d appreciate the compliment,” Rys said.

      His viceroy rolled her eyes and tossed her black hair in a huff. “I’ve noticed. Anyway, it’s just something I’m doing on the side. Don’t worry about it. You have envoys from multiple nations to worry about.”

      As she tried to slink away, he called out to her, “Vallis, one more thing.”

      She stopped and looked back at him.

      “I imagine you’ll be running the palace from behind the scenes,” he said, waiting for her nod. “Put the servants on fixed rotations for their daily duties. We might see some uninvited guests along with the delegations. It’ll be easier to spot them if everyone is expected to be in specific places every day.”

      Her mouth made an “O” shape. “That’s a good idea. I’ll talk with Mina and Asa about it.”

      That left Grigor and Rys alone together. Even though they had wandered down to the foyer, it would be hours before Liorne and Marin arrived. Rys didn’t plan to meet anyone outside the palace, as that would require him to expend magic power he might need in a fight, should anything go wrong or some assassins hitch a ride with a delegation.

      The two of them stood there, staring out the full-frame glass windows that filled the entranceway. Runes etched into the glass turned them into one-way mirrors. They could see out, but others couldn’t see in.

      “Grigor, is this… forgotten person really that dangerous?” Rys asked.

      “You, of all people, should understand the realms of power you once trod in,” Grigor rumbled. “The moment they learn of your return, they will be here within moments.”

      “Actual moments?”

      “I imagine so, yes. There is little we can do to stop them.”

      Well, that narrowed down the possibilities considerably. If Rys didn’t know better, he’d think that this person was an…

      He blacked out, naturally. Apparently gut feelings were fine, but he couldn’t explicitly think about the nature of this person. Even asking probing questions caused his throat to lock up.

      “This is a pain in the ass,” he muttered. “Grigor, how’s the Labyrinth exploration going?”

      “Terribly. The Federation has learned of the new pathway to our territory. While there have been some skirmishes, they are steadfast in refusing us. I expect to have some formal discussions with their delegation and remind them of the consequences of entering our territory.” The prince’s eyes flared, and he let out a breathy snort. “I dislike this sort of one-sided politicking. They claim we are declaring war by crossing into Dalyros’s Labyrinth, but freely attempt the same to ours.”

      “Well, that’s how people work. One rule for them, another for us. Sharpen that axe, grind some meat on your abs, and inform their delegates that the next batch of intruders will return in bags.”

      “I was thinking something more symbolic. If the brutality feels mortal, then our presence won’t be truly feared,” Grigor said. “I’ve been speaking with Asa and Fred about more visceral ways to send back the corpses.”

      “Don’t go overboard. We’re trying to keep them onside.”

      “They won’t support us in this war, Rys. That Saint was an aberration. Their rank-and-file possesses an almost animalistic arrogance, and fails to understand a situation where they might be in danger.” Grigor twisted his maw in a sneer. “I fear that they’ve been coddled by warriors far grander than them. As much as some recruits complain, it is a reminder that Fred and I have been right to force the greenhorns to prove themselves before we consider them warriors.”

      “Mina’s done well under your support,” Rys said. “The Empire stood as long as it did for a reason.”

      “Yet it still collapsed.”

      True. But that was why Rys took a vastly different approach to empire management than his former employers.

      Once riots and fury fermented in the populace, there might be no going back. If Rys wanted absolute power—and more important, to keep that power—he needed to prevent those conditions from occurring in the first place.

      Hence the value of local leaders such as Maria and Alsia, friendly relations with influential nations such as Tarmouth, and agents who could sway public opinion such as the Haunts and succubi.

      To pass the time, Grigor and Rys checked on the state of security. An hour passed. As they returned to the palace, word came from the scouts.

      The first of their guests were arriving.
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      “You built a castle in eighteen months,” Liorne said. “I don’t know whether to feel impressed or terrified.”

      “Try feeling both. It’d cheer me up,” Rys replied.

      Marin scowled at him from where she stood beside Liorne. The two led a small delegation of foxes, most of whom Rys didn’t recognize. Neither of the foxes he’d seen in the village hall with Marin were present, although Nia had snuck into the group.

      In total, Rys counted eight foxes. The youngest was Nia, who was also the only member of the delegation with four tails.

      That seemed right to him. While four tails was a symbol of adulthood, foxes could have as many as nine, and Liorne even had seven. If the Alliance was sending their people all the way from Pharos, they’d send senior, experienced personnel rather than the young ones.

      Although that strongly suggested that Sarae might be deployed here for reasons other than her talent. Fara seemed to be one of the only foxes in the village with five tails, and she claimed none of them had six. Presumably, being assigned to the archipelago was considered below most elders.

      “Are you going to introduce me to your companions?” Rys asked.

      “Not really,” Liorne said. “Just because the clan heads force a bunch of apparatchiks on me doesn’t mean I’ll give them a voice.”

      Several members of the delegation glared at the seven-tailed fox, but none dared voice their disagreement. Only one of them had six tails, and he seemed uncaring about the entire situation. His golden tails casually waved back and forth behind him while he stared lazily into the distance.

      Fara had once told Rys that gold tails indicated high magical power. That meant this fox was presumably more powerful than the others, although whether he could match Liorne’s seven tails was an open question. He wore plain robes like Liorne, in contrast to the ostentatiously decorated ones of the other delegation members, but his clan emblem was unfamiliar to Rys.

      Then again, most of the emblems were unfamiliar to him. Neither Sarae nor Marin had mentioned that other fox clans would be attending the conference. He’d task Mina to grill Sarae over this later.

      “If they’re not going to be participating in important affairs, then I’ll hold you responsible if they get up to anything untoward,” Rys said. “The palace is generally open to guests. Servants will provide information and guidance. We’ll hold some events closer to the conference itself, as well as each night.”

      “Are they going to be as extravagant as the makeover you gave the building itself?” Liorne asked, amused as he took in the changed décor.

      “What would your reaction be if I turned the entire inner courtyard into a hot spring?” Rys asked.

      Eyebrows shot up across the entire delegation. Even the six-tailed fox showed interest at that.

      So much for their poker faces.

      “Shall I hold you to that?” Liorne grinned.

      Rys shrugged. He hadn’t planned to open the bathing complex to guests, as they might mess up his grandiose work. Upgrading it from a mere hot spring to a true complex had taken him much of the past year.

      But Fara had warned him that her people would be annoyed if there wasn’t some sort of substantial heated bath. Culturally, they should know better than to expect one, but she had questioned whether many of these delegates had left their ivory towers recently.

      So he’d used the castle’s spatial manipulation to set up a hot spring below the courtyard. Physically, it existed beside the bath complex and shared the magitech water system for heating, cleaning, and distribution. But the spiral staircases beside the central fountain mysteriously led to it and would wow guests.

      Rys led the delegation inside. Dozens of servants fanned out across the length of the foyer, awaiting them. Lilim mixed with the demihuman servants, and had even dressed more appropriately.

      After a lengthy argument, Rys had managed to change the servant uniform for the duration of the conference. The maid outfits were ridiculous, so he convinced them to change into less fetishistic black uniforms with mixed white and blue details.

      Murmurs of surprise ran through the delegation, while Liorne rubbed his too-pretty chin.

      “Rooms have been set aside. We can worry about formalities once you’ve settled in,” Rys said, gesturing to the servants.

      They stepped forward and led the foxes farther into the palace. Demons carried their belongings in from the carriages, and drew uncertain gazes. Liorne waved off the concerns of the other delegates, but didn’t leave the foyer.

      After a few minutes, only Liorne and Marin remained. Rys and Grigor stood beside them, with a pair of Kinadain guards near the doors.

      “You know how to put on a display,” Liorne said, his tails curling around himself.

      “I’ve done this more than a few times,” Rys said.

      “I gathered. The others spent much of the trip making denigrating jokes about how this was a waste of time, that the accommodations would be terrible, that we’d be in the company of inbred hicks.” Liorne smirked. “You know, the usual sort of thing that career diplomats and politicians say when they’re visiting the ‘less civilized’ world. Most of them think everyone outside Pharos lives in huts and bangs rocks together to make fire.”

      Marin shifted nervously and refused to look at Rys.

      Had she made the same sort of jokes on her voyage? The fact amused him, and he made a note to bring it up next time they were alone.

      “You don’t seem that comfortable in your position,” Rys said.

      “I’m the Chief Enforcer. My role is to bridge the gap between the salt-of-the-earth warriors that make up much of the clan, and the bureaucrats cloistered in their halls and secret fortresses.”

      “Your kind build secret fortresses?” Rys tried not to laugh, but he found the idea genuinely hilarious.

      What were a bunch of mystic foxes doing with hidden forts? The nearby village was quite rustic and Fara’s stories always made their lives sound far simpler than the dense cities of Gauron.

      “We did spend centuries in pitched battle with each other,” Liorne said. “Not to mention that we’re integrated with our nation’s military apparatus now. The Alliance leadership might be independent, but we still answer to the Emperor. Or the Shadow Empress these days.”

      Rys raised his hands in apology. “Fair point. Given the jokes made by the other delegates, I’ll admit that I had the wrong conclusion about you. I’d definitely like to see your hidden fortress one day.”

      “You can’t. It’s hidden to keep it secret from people exactly like you,” Liorne drawled, then narrowed his eyes. “I find it so difficult to read you. You realize I was intentionally trying to bait you into being overly familiar and awkward, don’t you? I expected you to commiserate more, and hurl hypocritical insults despite being a king yourself with little knowledge of Pharos.”

      “I wasn’t always a king,” Rys said. “And I don’t need to pretend in order to commiserate with your position. You’re a political animal. Nobody spends so much time in a place as furiously bureaucratic as the Imperial Court without being swallowed by it or fleeing. You didn’t run, so that leaves only one option.”

      “You think you know much about the Imperial Court?”

      “The stories I hear remind me a great deal of my own history in politics.”

      The two men stared each other down. Eventually, Liorne inclined his head slightly.

      “I suppose this is why Imira is interested in you. If I might ask, were you swallowed up by your court? Or did you flee?” he asked.

      Rys shrugged. “I outlived it. Does that count?”

      A bark of laughter escaped Liorne. “Well, I can only wish to do the same. If you cut yourself out of the belly of a dead beast, does it matter if it tried to consume you?”

      The black-tailed enforcer swept out of the foyer, accompanied by a Lilim who guided him to his room.

      Marin hesitated beside Rys. “Tonight…”

      “No,” he said. “If you want a present, wait until after the conference. Remember that Mina’s your handler. She’s running intelligence for my entire kingdom, so you can prove yourself by picking up some of her slack.”

      “Don’t you have her sister for that?” She pouted at him.

      “I’m concerned about which master she’ll choose to serve. If you spot anything amiss with Sarae, inform Mina.”

      Marin nodded, her tails lowering to the floor. “Very well, Master. And if you want some extra service—”

      “Go.”

      She scowled at him, then sashayed out of the foyer. A room was permanently set aside for her, but a servant escorted her to keep up appearances.

      Rys kept his eyes firmly on the five fluffy tails waving back and forth, right up until the moment they vanished around a corner.

      “Well, that’s one down,” he told Grigor. “Too many to go.”

      Grigor grunted. “Do you plan to greet them all yourself?”

      “Of course. I’ll also need to spend a lot of time with them over the next couple of weeks. As important as the conference is, the wining and dining before it will determine what actually happens. The discussion itself is only for appearances,” Rys said. “Well, mostly. I suspect I’ll need to browbeat at least one party.”

      “Ah, I see I’ve gotten through to you.” Grigor nodded in agreement. “I shall leave you to it, then. My suspicion is that I will have security affairs to deal with imminently.”

      The old demon was right, of course. A few of the foxes were caught trying to sneak into the sub-levels that night. Another tried to sneak into Rys’s war room—fortunately, he was caught before he broke in. Otherwise, Rys wouldn’t have had a body to hand to Liorne after Freisa finished with him.

      The next delegation to arrive was Tarmouth’s. Maria met them in Anceston, where the merchants stopped for a couple of days. A sending from Maria confirmed that Tarmouth had brought several merchants with its delegation, and they had stopped to conduct some business.

      Rys asked if Maria was charging them with the necessary export tariffs and got a snippy reply.

      By the time they rolled up the road to the palace, news had already arrived that the Federation’s envoys were disembarking at Port Mayfield. With a sending, he notified Faeris that she should head to his palace in the south of her kingdom. Unlike the rest, she didn’t need to travel by boat.

      For her safety as much as anything else. Rys genuinely worried that Maliah might risk what little fleet he had to take out the queen he despised.

      Tarmouth’s delegation looked more like a small merchant caravan than a grouping of diplomats. The carriages were accompanied by multiple wagons loaded with goods.

      Apparently tariff evasion was on the cards, given how much they had bought. Damned merchants.

      Maria stepped down from her own carriage, which bore the dual emblems of her duchy and the kingdom. A very healthy variety of guards surrounded her as she did so, including Kinadain, humans, and demons.

      She approached alongside a mage. Both wore extravagant clothes, although Rys’s eyes were drawn to the more buxom of the pair.

      Which was Maria. The mage was a man and fairly trim.

      Using mindspeak, he told her, “I think you have something in mind for tonight.”

      Her lips quirked upward in a smile and she curtsied daintily. In doing so, she raised the front of her glittering white silk dress, revealing the lingerie beneath it to Rys but keeping it hidden from the others. Asa snorted from beside him and shoved her elbow into his side.

      “Your Majesty, this is Grand Magister Welnham. He leads the Tower of Golden Inquiry, the most prestigious of Tarmouth’s mage towers. Grand Magister, this is King Talarys,” Maria said, pretending to be an upstanding duchess despite her display.

      “It is an honor to meet the infernalist king himself, given you’ve generally kept to yourself,” Welnham said, stroking his beard.

      The mage looked to be in his early 40s and wore his status on his sleeves—literally, given they appeared to be inlaid with gold leaf and his robes were enchanted with powerful magic. No doubt he was far older than he appeared, given mages could halt aging.

      “And I didn’t expect such a senior member of Tarmouth’s ruling council to come, given you’ve always asked my viceroy to come to you,” Rys replied. “Also, we can dispense with formalities, at least until the conference itself.”

      “Ah, good. I can handle them, but the primary reason I left the Tower of the Moon was to get away from the unending political frippery of the continent.” Welnham smiled genially, and if anything gave away his age it was his facial expressions. “News reached us that you’ve accepted an ambassador from Pharos—a young fox. It would be remiss of us not to take such a matter seriously.”

      “Marin’s here, and I recommend not calling her young,” Rys replied. He gestured for them to enter the palace proper, but Welnham held up a hand to stop him. Shrugging, Rys continued, “Unless you have a couple of centuries under your belt, she’s older than you.”

      “Advice accepted. My apologies for being so rude, but we have some gifts for you. It would please the merchants if you looked over them now, naturally. This is our first official visit, and it’s only natural to let you know how honored we are to be invited.”

      Rys finally noticed that the merchants had unloaded most of the goods from the wagons. Tables carved from rare woods and trimmed with precious metals; magitech devices of all shapes and sizes; entire chests full of aged wines, cheeses, and other imported foodstuffs. Maria’s eyes practically glowed as she saw what appeared to be a rolling dresser, and Rys suspected she knew what was in it.

      He gave Welnham a sidelong look. “I’ll let Vallis know to set time aside to talk about an embassy.”

      “That would be delightful,” the mage said, inclining his head.

      After shaking hands and being introduced to every member of the delegation, they presented their gifts. Maria and Asa played a game using mindspeak and attempted to guess the overall value of each gift, while Rys merely listened to their antics. Vallis would probably need to adjudicate the winner later.

      Finally, after what was likely a very long time by Maria’s standard but surprisingly short for Rys and Asa, the merchants were escorted to their rooms by the servants.

      “This may be rude, but I expected you to hand this off to your viceroy,” Welnham told him as they stood in the foyer. “My understanding is that you don’t trouble yourself with such trivial matters, and that was an excruciating experience even for me.”

      “Would you believe me if I said that I’ve experienced far worse?”

      “Yes. When I was acknowledged as grand magister, the ceremony took an entire day, from dawn to dusk. It’s more that the rulers that come out here dislike such things. Queen Faeris pawns such matters off on her courtiers and the demihumans of the Federation loathe matters of ceremony.”

      “I suppose it is a good thing that we don’t hold ourselves to formalities, then,” Maria said. “But I feel you’re underestimating Rys.”

      “Perhaps.” Welnham gave Rys a solemn look. “I greatly fear what we are to discuss, however. If the matter is so grave that you would finally intervene directly, then I know this will change the archipelago forever. I also suspect the Federation are grossly underprepared.”

      “A little bird told you?” Rys asked.

      “We are the greatest mage tower in the archipelago. Any sorcerer who wishes to be taken seriously has spent time with us, and friends talk.” Welnham winked at Rys, then gave him a half-bow.

      Afterward, Maria slipped off with Rys. She seemed intent on enjoying some time with him, before Alsia arrived. Given he hadn’t used his pet duchess for a while, he enjoyed his time with her as well. Although she ended up very messy and in desperate need of some thorough cleaning.

      If the first two delegations had been typical, the Federation broke the mold. Mostly by being almost painfully rude.

      Alsia arrived alongside the Federation representatives, which were relatively few in number, and several elders from her dains. Most of the demihumans gave Rys a wide berth, leaving Kirik, the Fire Saint, to pick up the slack.

      “Formally, I am required to ask you to forgive them,” Kirik said after wandering up to Rys. He gave a half-bow to Maria, who stood behind Rys.

      “Informally?” Maria asked as she responded with a polite curtsy.

      “I don’t really care. As a member of the Circle, I shouldn’t even be here. I was making good progress with them before…” Kirik frowned. “Well, I’m not actually allowed to say. Circle matters are private, after all.”

      “Morai,” Rys said. “She told me that her presence would disrupt things.”

      “Yeah, well, despite her reputation she’s the oldest member of the Circle. She knows how things work in the archipelago.” Kirik scratched the back of his neck and glanced at his fellow delegates.

      Alsia saw the three of them together and excused herself from a conversation. Her clothes were typical for her, and closer to traveler’s clothes than those of a duchess.

      “Rys, shall I demand that they greet you properly?” she asked.

      “No, I don’t really care. If they’re talking to you, then that’s fine. Whatever happens, happens.”

      Kirik narrowed his eyes. “You expected this.”

      “I’ve been warned by others, and the Federation held out for far too long. I can tell when someone is stalling,” he said. Then he smirked. “Also, when you smuggle so much at once, it stands out. I didn’t expect this to pressure your merchants into revealing their smuggling route, but it works for me.”

      “I see. Then I’ll let you play politics. So long as you’re genuinely working against the League, I can keep the Circle from interfering in support of the Federation,” Kirik said.

      “Aren’t you one of the Saints helping them?”

      “Publicly, yes. But do you think the Federation could dissolve the dains without the support of most of the Circle?” With another half-bow, the Saint disappeared into the palace with the rest of the delegation.

      Rys looked at Alsia, who scowled.

      “I included some elders from the faction that opposes me,” she said. “They’ve already hinted at conversations that shouldn’t be held around me, and suggest opposition to us.”

      “Are they stupid?” Maria asked with a confused smile.

      “No. The Federation representatives believe that I can be turned against Rys. I see no need to dissuade them of the notion. If playing to their biases allows us to learn more about the Federation, or even gain private support through their contacts with the Circle of Brethren, I’ll happily lie through my teeth.” Alsia took a step back. “I may need to maintain some level of distance from you, Rys.”

      “I’ve sectioned off part of the palace using the castle’s power,” Rys said. “Luara is residing there with Freisa. We can meet there, or use mindspeak otherwise.” Seeing her confused expression, he added, “There were a couple of attempts to intrude on her.”

      “Excellent. Then I shall play the put-upon Kinadain ruler who had a child with you for political purposes,” Alsia said, her voice and expression the coldest they had been for some time. “I… wish for an extended period with you after this is over.”

      “Done. You can enjoy some of that while it’s happening, if you let me know and we sneak into a room near Luara,” he said.

      “We’re not doing it while she’s sleeping again?”

      Maria placed a hand over her mouth and gave Rys an amused look.

      “She’s getting big enough that I worry she might remember,” he said.

      “She’s not even one, Rys.”

      “It’s awkward.”

      “How cute.”

      He pushed Alsia toward the entrance to the palace, then shook his head.

      Things were going as smooth as he hoped. Now, only one guest was left.

      Faeris arrived roughly a week before the conference. Her royal guards pulled her carriage into the courtyard, looking around in confusion. She disembarked, looking as glorious as always and resplendent in a set of plate armor and a runic cloak.

      “Armor? Really?” Rys asked.

      Grigor rested on the head of his axe while in his demonic form. His eyes ran over the demihuman knights lazily, and they cautiously saluted him in return.

      How many of these knights had been survivors from the battle against Maliah and Grishaw? Or had they merely heard of Grigor? The demon prince had put on one hell of a show while fighting the demon lord.

      Faeris’s royal knights were composed exclusively of draconic demihumans and supposedly the best soldiers in the archipelago. They had proven that during the assassination attempt, taking on the Malus League’s elite mages. Compared to the might of a demon lord, they had been ants. Many had fallen.

      But not all of them, it seemed.

      “I’m the queen of the most powerful nation in the archipelago. I’d like the other nations to know it,” Faeris said. “More to the point, I don’t have the slightest clue how we’re traveling to your palace on Kavolara. I expect through the Labyrinth and I refuse to be carried like a princess.”

      “Good news. You’re already here,” Rys said drily as he mentally switched them all from Gorgria to Kavolara.

      The entire sky blinked, shifting from one landscape to another. The palace and its inhabitants remained unchanged.

      Other than a stupendous amount of terror and shock. Faeris instinctively reached for her waist and a pair of battleaxes appeared on it. Her knights drew their weapons, before realizing what had happened.

      “You’re joking,” Faeris said, eyes wide.

      “No. Welcome to Kavolara, Queen Faeris,” Rys said, his grin broad enough that his face might split in two.

      Faeris’s eyes blazed, but she let out a laugh. “I hate you for surprising me like this, but I have longed for events such as this for so long. When I first arrived here, the Labyrinth seemed amazing, but the excitement quickly dulled. I sometimes miss my time as an adventurer on Gauron. Feats such as this are a sharp reminder that it’s not the adventuring that I miss, but the thrill of discovery. You’re a breath of fresh air, Rys.”

      “Save the compliments for the conference. I might need them,” he said. “In any case, there are servants to escort you to—”

      “No. You can escort me,” Faeris said, linking an arm through his. She turned back to her knights. “Captain Rieder, I leave you in the care of King Talarys’s servants.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” one of her royal knights said with a bow.

      Rys left Grigor with the knights and entered. Faeris’s head swiveled around without pause. She seemed uninterested in the palace interior however, despite this being her first visit.

      “You’re looking for someone. Or something,” he said.

      “Word has reached me that you have a hot spring,” she said. “Some of your servants have chattered about it.”

      Everyone had spies, and this was a reminder that Gorgria’s spy network was one of the best. Or at least the most extravagantly funded.

      Rys led her to the central courtyard. Long fenced pits surrounded the fountain now, and descending the stairs within them brought them to a hot spring. Or at least to its changing rooms.

      “It’s segregated?” Faeris’s tone suggested disappointment.

      “These are the public baths for guests,” he said. “I’m not policing harassment between diplomatic delegations.”

      “Yes, but I’d heard that you had a mixed bath beneath the palace. Surely, as your close ally and a fellow monarch, I can visit the private baths.” Faeris’s arm tightened around his.

      Rys snorted. Ironically, Faeris was her least persuasive when asking for sex. Like this, he actually found her charming and her angelic beauty gave her an alluring appeal. As if she were defying her nature by trying to bend the rules like this.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      They descended into the sub-levels. Faeris marveled at the imps and demons wandering the corridors, but stuck close to him.

      Upon entering the changing room, Rys stopped her from immediately disrobing.

      “Somebody’s already here,” he said.

      “Then we can join them,” she said. “That’s the point of a mixed bath, isn’t it?”

      “Privacy still exists.” Particularly for this individual.

      And if his hunch was right, this person wanted to avoid Faeris at all costs.

      “Wait here,” he said, then slipped in.

      With a pulse of power, he locked the door and placed an aural barrier on it. It rocked a moment later as Faeris tried to tear it open. If she was screaming at him to open the door, he couldn’t hear her.

      A splash behind him was a reminder of why he came in.

      “Rys. What’s going on?” Maeve asked, standing fully nude in one of the mineral baths. The bags under her eyes suggested she had barely slept.

      More to the point, this was the first time he’d seen more than her face. He felt his cock instinctively react to her beauty. Only one other person in the palace held a candle to Maeve’s otherworldly looks, and they were trying to break into this room right now.

      Rys supposed Asa might disagree, but there was something vastly different about the buxom bombshell succubus and this glorious exemplar of humanity.

      “Rys?” Maeve repeated, unaware of his inner thoughts.

      “Queen Faeris wishes to use the baths. I saw your armor tucked away in a corner and figured you wouldn’t want to reveal yourself to her,” he said.

      Maeve’s eyes widened, but she froze.

      Seconds passed while those ice-cold eyes stared down at him, full of uncertainty.

      “Is it possible to leave while she’s in the changing room?” she asked.

      As if to answer her question, Mina dropped down from the ceiling. Maeve cursed at her.

      “I’ve never… No matter. You’ve known what I look like since I arrived, haven’t you?” Maeve asked, glaring at Mina.

      “Of course. I’m Rys’s spymaster,” Mina said. “And I’m the only person other than the imps with access to the ducts. Not even Sarae or Fara can use them.”

      “Don’t tell me that’s how I’m going to escape?”

      “No,” Rys said. “But Mina can retrieve your clothes and there’s a separate exit.”

      Maeve looked at him.

      “What kind of idiot creates a room such as this with only a single exit? I’m an experienced evil lord and I know about planning for escapes,” Rys said.

      “Also, he uses the secret exit to escape when too many of us try to ambush him at once,” Mina added.

      “Ah. A highly intelligent proposition.”

      “Was that a joke?” he asked.

      “I’m trying to become a less serious person, like you.”

      Good luck. Maeve would need it.

      After Mina helped Maeve escape, Rys let Faeris in. Their soak in the bathing complex was less relaxing than he’d like, as she grilled him about what had happened.

      He hadn’t even had the chance to gush about the gargantuan tower of separate baths that he’d replaced the hot spring with. His pet project was finally complete and it had been overshadowed by royal shenanigans.

      But with Faeris’s arrival, all the conference guests were present. In less than a week, they’d begin negotiations for an alliance against the Malus League.

      Of course, a week was a long time with so many people in one place.
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      The next few days passed swiftly. Planned events went out without a hitch. While the relative lack of development in his kingdom meant Rys wasn’t inviting any famous troupes to perform, there was plenty to work with between his infernals and the Kinadain.

      Ceremonial dances and drinking sessions—the latter of which required Maria to delay the events of the next day—accompanied displays of magic and artifacts that the delegates had never seen or imagined.

      Fat Fred ended up being a surprise show, as his appearance one day rapidly turned fear into terrified fascination. Maybe it was the mountain of food he gobbled up. Or maybe the fact he was so well spoken. Several of the more daring delegates even attempted to debate him.

      With the conference only a couple of days away, Rys elected to ignore today’s events. Alsia was taking most of the delegates on a guided tour of the Labyrinth. Surprisingly, most of them hadn’t ever entered. While Faeris and Kirik seemed utterly uninterested, and instead lingered in the breakfast hall, there was an almost palpable sense of excitement from the others.

      How many nobles in the Federation had gotten themselves killed in the Labyrinth that their warriors barred them from entrance?

      “Not as many as you’d think,” Faeris said when he voiced his thoughts. “As difficult as it may be for you to imagine, the Labyrinth is an exceptionally dangerous place. Without your reputation, I don’t know if the Federation nobles would dare to enter.”

      “They would. Many of them chafe at being coddled by their guards,” Kirik said, on his fourth cup of coffee.

      The bastard seemed intent on plowing through Rys’s supply of beans. Did he normally drink that much, or was the coffee in the Federation merely terrible?

      “You don’t agree with that policy.” Rys made a statement, rather than asked a question.

      “No. One can argue over the benefits of the Federation’s… cultural shift toward foreign society and governance, but not this,” Kirik said. “The newly minted nobility swim in their extensive wealth, party in their extravagant estates, and titter about pointless gossip. All the while, they send everyone else off to conquer new territory, wrangle the Kinadain that don’t give up their land, and exploit the Labyrinth for exports.”

      “For a man who supports the Federation, you sound extraordinarily bitter about it.”

      “Love it or hate it, Dalyros is my home. My old dain has been absorbed into the Federation. I even supported the changes at first, and still have mixed feelings on them. But the results…” The Saint’s mouth twisted in a sneer. “Well, I expected better from my kin. A Pharosian philosopher told me that power reveals, rather than corrupts, and we took that to mean that the Kinadain would be better rulers than the foreigners we despised.”

      Rys felt that he’d heard this story before, and seen it play out many times in the Empire. Idealistic leaders who were torn apart by the viciousness of the infernals that ruled them, and took delight in destroying naïve souls. Manipulative demagogues who were shorn of their masks and sheepskin by devils who didn’t play pretend, and then thrown back to the crowd that had thought they were heroes.

      In this case, there weren’t any external powers twisting the Federation. Rys had already seen that the Kinadain weren’t immune to being greedy and manipulative, as he’d gained Alsia’s support crushing several elders who fit that description.

      If a nation was formed under the naïve assumption that the elders weren’t going to immediately abuse their power, no wonder the Federation seemed so slow and ineffectual. What would it be without the backing of the Circle of Brethren and the almighty Saints?

      “You should talk to Liorne,” Rys said, keeping his thoughts to himself. “I suspect you’d get along well.”

      “We’ve already talked a few times in the hot spring,” Kirik admitted with a wan smile. “I fear that he’s the man I might be if I grew up in the Federation. Almost as if I’m looking at a son, rather than a mirror.”

      Dark.

      “There’s no whisky in that coffee, is there? The Kinadain drinking ceremony was three nights ago.”

      Faeris laughed while Kirik’s smile turned bitter.

      At that moment, Alsia led the delegates outside.

      Only a handful remained behind. Rys couldn’t see any foxes, as eight left with Alsia, including Liorne, Nia, and Marin. They appeared to be fascinated by the Labyrinth, but hid their emotions better. Mina had also slipped away with them.

      “Well, I plan to spend the day taking care of the piles of paperwork that have built up.” Rys rose as he spoke. “My viceroy has forgotten what sleep is and seems intent on getting everything done while nobody is around to waste her time.”

      “Shouldn’t that mean you don’t have anything to do?” Faeris asked, revealing her method of governance.

      “I might not be seen by my kingdom, but I like to be felt,” Rys said. “Even if it is through paper and stamp.”

      His office seemed almost too quiet. Alsia had taken a significant amount of the security detail with her, including Mina herself. The opportunity for his spymaster to be part of regular conversations was a rarity. Fara had remained behind, but her excuse to protect the palace had given way to lazing about in the baths.

      After the initial incidents, little had happened in the palace. Asa and Grigor kept a watchful eye, but everyone else focused on the delegates. Rys didn’t mind. Division of labor was a good thing. He should learn more about what his guests were up to than if everyone worried too much about intruders and security breaches.

      The morning went swiftly. Tyrisa dropped off more paperwork, which threatened to turn Rys’s desk into a paper mill. He groused at her, and forced her to take away several piles that he’d determined were beneath him. His viceroy didn’t need to run everything past him.

      By the time lunch rolled around, he’d reduced his workload to something more manageable. The afternoon should be significantly less frenetic and would afford him the time to consider the embassy proposal that Vallis had discussed with Tarmouth.

      The door opened and Tsarri entered. She carried a tray bearing two overly large portions of food. A steaming omelet with seasonal vegetables on one plate, and a fish curry of sorts. The servants had been experimenting with Pharosian dishes due to the presence of the foxes.

      “Master, you forgot to call anyone for lunch,” she said, placing the tray atop the nearby kitchenette. “You know you need to eat.”

      The wolfkin’s tail wagged happily as she prepared his coffee, humming all the while.

      Rys tapped his pen on the table for a few seconds, while considering several things. His eyes appeared focused on Tsarri, but had a glazed quality that indicated his mind was elsewhere.

      “It’s your turn to serve lunch today?” he asked. “Didn’t you do it yesterday?”

      “Mmhmm. I asked to swap with another of the maids. I’m your personal maid, after all, and should be bringing you lunch.” She stood up and placed a hand against her chest, but refused to look at him. The blush on her face and hidden nervousness matched Tsarri almost too well.

      She had grown more daring lately, as evidenced by the time she’d joined Mina to dress him. Also, his bed had a habit of smelling like her when he returned each night.

      Previously, she’d always used magic to clean everything after she rubbed her body into his pillow and sheets. The smell didn’t bother him, as he was used to this sort of behavior, but he’d admonish her once Fara or the others complained.

      Even so, Rys reached out with magical senses. Everything he sensed about Tsarri told him that she was, in fact, his personal wolfkin servant. He even felt his own magical presence lingering on her body and clothes. Likely because she slept in his used shirts and rubbed herself all over his room.

      He contacted Asa over mindspeak and asked her to check as well.

      A few seconds later, Asa’s voice entered his mind. “She’s your cute, obsessive maid, Ryssie. I can’t sense any mental tethers to her mind, body, or essence. Not even Lacrissa is this good. She’s not being controlled.”

      “I see. Thanks, Asa,” he replied.

      Tsarri finished preparing his coffee, unaware of his suspicions. She slipped it onto his table. A quick probe confirmed it was free of poisons.

      Normally, he wouldn’t waste his time. His body was effectively immune to poison. But right now, he feared touching anything that had gone through the hands of this woman.

      Another message summoned an imp to his office, ostensibly to restock the coffee beans. The little infernal dropped into the room, looked at both occupants, then poured the bag of beans into the office container. Then he left.

      “I give up,” Rys said, and Tsarri jumped a foot into the air.

      The wolfkin stared at him in shock, then gave him a quizzical smile and turned back to the food.

      He continued, “I don’t know how you’re doing this, but it’s the most impressive magic I’ve witnessed since I’ve awakened. Even the imp didn’t spot anything amiss with his soulsight. What are you and how are you pretending to be someone that you’re not?”

      “I’m sorry, master. What are you talking about?” Tsarri asked, her wolf ears drooping in confusion. “Do you want me to explain how we made lunch?”

      He nearly laughed. “No. I know how to cook. What I don’t know is how to take on the form of my maid so perfectly that nobody can tell the difference. You’re not Tsarri.”

      For several long moments, Tsarri merely stared at him in cute disappointment. Rys felt as though he was kicking a puppy. Tsarri kind of was a puppy, but he told himself that this wasn’t his puppy.

      Then her face twisted in a scowl, her ears and tail drooped, and she crossed her arms with a huff. “Seriously? I know I’m rusty after years of playing with fat paper-pushers in the Imperial Court, but I thought I could pretend to be a smitten maid. Nobody else noticed. How did you pick me apart in seconds? Is there some secret code or behavior I somehow missed?”

      “Hardly. Your error was far simpler. The maids are on fixed rotations during the conference, precisely because it’s a time when servants will receive less attention. While my subordinates can easily see through illusions, mental manipulation is subtler.”

      The doppelganger raised an eyebrow. “Couldn’t the regular maid have been ill?”

      “Sure. Why didn’t you say that then?” he asked.

      A scowl. “Alright, I guess I am rusty. I was an enforcer, not a spy. If you’ll give me a second chance, I’m sure I can fool you perfectly.”

      An enforcer? Rys’s internal alarm bells began to ring and he reached for the power of the castle.

      The fake Tsarri then attempted to leave. Rys raised his hand and shut the room off from the rest of the palace. With Castle Aion’s power, he spatially separated it.

      “Cute, but…” Fake Tsarri blinked.

      Then her face twisted in a wicked grin that was so unlike Tsarri that Rys felt he was watching a monster manipulate her skin. The being clapped.

      “Oh, bravo. You used spatial barriers. I might still be able to teleport away but I can’t imagine how many hours it would take me.” She tilted her head. “You know who I am, don’t you?”

      “I have a pretty good guess now,” he said, muscles tense.

      “Oh, calm down. If I wanted to kill you, I’d have already done it. The only death you’ll experience today is the little one.” The doppelganger laughed. “If you ask nicely, I might even be the one to give it to you, instead of all those other willing holes you have.”

      Suddenly, the fake’s body shimmered. The surrounding air gave off the appearance of a mirage, but Rys didn’t feel the heat of one. After several long seconds, Tsarri’s body vanished and was replaced by the form of a far larger mystic fox.

      Seven voluminous white tails fanned out behind her body. If the tails of normal mystic foxes were fluffy, these were veritable fluffballs. They seemed so wild and untamed that Rys felt he could fall in them and be swallowed up. Death by fluff.

      The woman attached to the tails was no less impressive. She stood six feet tall, had razor sharp fangs and glowing golden eyes, and possessed a frame that made her physical abilities very clear. Her thighs could crush skulls, and she easily matched Mina’s bust size—maybe even Maria’s.

      But it was the claws protruding from her ostentatious white and red fur robes that drew Rys’s eye. White fur covered the backs of her hands and while her skin looked human, her fingernails were several inches long and matte black. Given her earlier comment, Rys imagined those clawed hands closing around his dick.

      That would be exceedingly dangerous for him. Maybe he’d refuse her offer.

      Power filled the room and attempted to press down on him. With centuries of experience, he ignored it. While this fox held an impressive amount of power, she paled to the archdevils. At best, she might hope to match an angel lord.

      “Imira,” Rys said flatly. “You’re the Archon everybody is so scared of.”

      “You don’t seem impressed.” Imira placed her hands on her hips and huffed at him. “I’m not the best looking woman around, but I feel I can command attention when I need to. Do I need to show more skin? Or are you the true love sort? You have a lot less sex than I expected. Liorne compared you to Ren and that dumb slut fox, so I expected daily orgies.”

      “Maybe in my younger days,” he said. “Also, you and everyone else need to start using names instead of vague descriptions. To me, dumb slut fox means Marin, but she seems below you.”

      “She’s like an ant. An amusing ant, but I only cared about her because it riled up Liorne.” Imira shrugged. “I have… history with the former Alliance chief.”

      Ah. Rys remembered Fara explaining that Taira, the former chief, had gone through men like he went through coffee.

      “It’s not that you’re unimpressive, but I have a large catalog to compare you with,” he said. “Also, you’re being rather threatening. Do you usually expect compliments when you’re making implicit death threats?”

      “Yes. In my experience, that’s the best way to be complimented. People’s tongues loosen right before death, shortly followed by their bowels right after I rip their head off.” She laughed.

      If this was an act, it was a damn good one. Imira might be genuinely unhinged.

      “So how long have you been slinking around for? And how does your trick even work?” he asked.

      “Oh, do you think you can interrogate me? Adorable.” Her razor sharp grin threatened to split her face open.

      Rys sincerely doubted that Imira needed a knife to eat anything. Her teeth could cut through bone.

      “If you’re not here to kill me, then we can at least be personable,” he said, trying to deescalate the situation. “I don’t exactly appreciate uninvited guests, either. Especially not if Liorne deceived me.”

      “I replaced one of the delegates before leaving Pharos. He doesn’t have a clue I’m here. My illusions hold up against my kin even better than your infernals,” she said.

      Realizing she’d be here for a while, Imira approached his desk. Her arm swept out toward a chair. With a pulse of power that shook Rys’s core, she teleported the chair into her hand. Then she sat down opposite him and began sharpening her claws with a file she had inside her sleeves.

      Or at least, he assumed it had been in her sleeves.

      “So you’ve borrowed the body of somebody else for weeks? Months?” he asked.

      “Borrowing implies I’ll return it. Given the state the owner is in, her body is mine now,” Imira said. “Maybe I’ll make use of her position to probe the Seven-Leaf clan. Ren’s been quiet lately, despite all the political maneuvering taking place.”

      Rys didn’t really care about Pharosian politics. “Is there some way to make this conversation more active? You’re barely responding to me.”

      “I mean, you’re being rather boring. I hoped you’d pull your cock out and try to tame me that way.”

      “I feel you read too many books.”

      “Or maybe you don’t read enough.” Imira stuck her tongue out. “Fine. I’ll answer your questions if you explain to me who and what you are, as well as what your interests in my kin are. Amusing as you’ve been so far, I am still an archon. Your interference with the Alliance has reached a point where I can’t ignore you anymore.”

      It had? Rys had known that Imira was paying close attention to the actions of the foxes, but he’d assumed that he was below the archon’s attention.

      Maybe that assumption had been a mistake. He’d attracted powerful attention from Pharos some time ago, when they’d agreed to lend him enormous sums of money for practically nothing.

      “Deal,” he said. “So, how does your astral power work? I understand the basics of havoc foxes, but you’re the first one I’ve actually met.”

      “Really? That’s unfortunate. I’d hoped you had met another.” Imira’s eyes narrowed. “Does the name Karrem ring any bells, oh mysterious king? You haven’t stumbled upon any strange tombs or artifacts that might bear that name?”

      Rys kept his expression neutral. He did know that name, but not for the reasons Imira suspected.

      Which only raised his interest. Darus had spoken of Karrem as a fox who went against the grain, but he had merely been a fox. Imira expected Karrem to be dead or attached to mystical artifacts. Whatever had happened was drastic.

      “You do know something,” Imira hissed, slamming her claws into the table. They would leave permanent marks.

      “I doubt it’s anything you don’t already know. But tell me about your power and I’ll tell you what little I’ve heard of Karrem,” Rys said.

      She slumped back in her chair, but her eyes never left his. Those golden irises of hers seemed intent on drilling into his brain.

      “If I don’t need to explain the basics, I’ll cut to the chase,” she said. “My illusions are complex manipulations of the world. My body remains the same, but I distort space to appear and sound like somebody else. Male forms are still annoying, because no amount of distortion makes our bits line up.”

      Rys snorted, then waved her on.

      “As for why you can’t sense my magic, it’s because I’m not merely distorting the material plane. While I cannot reshape reality like some havoc foxes can, I can deceive it. Mind, body, soul, and essence: I become the person I wish to be.” Imira’s grin turned sly. “And if nobody can tell the difference, haven’t I truly become the person I’ve imitated?”

      “Not if you make mistakes,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes at him, then gestured for him to speak.

      “All I know of Karrem is that he explored Gauron some time ago, exchanged information with some knowledge devils I know all too well, and was something of an oddball,” he said.

      Rys expected Imira to grow angry at such minor details, but instead her eyes became hungry.

      “Knowledge devils?” she asked. “You know people who once knew Karrem? From his time on Gauron?”

      “Yes. Knowledge devils are exactly what they sound like: devils that gather knowledge and exchange it with others. The pair that Karrem interacted with are… enemies of mine, for now. He traded his knowledge of Pharos to them in exchange for… well, I don’t know. It’s part of the contract that devils don’t rat out the other party,” Rys said.

      Imira seemed to withdraw into herself, her eyes losing their glow and becoming distant.

      Close to a minute passed before she looked back at Rys, and she said, “Is there any way to find out what they told him? Or to gain the same knowledge?”

      He kept a grin from crossing his face. So, the famous archon had such an obvious goal.

      No wonder she had become fascinated with Rys. A mysterious sorcerer who appeared from nowhere, with knowledge that nobody else possessed, and unknown power lay within his grasp. Imira had been sniffing around for clues relating to this Karrem figure.

      “Do you have a rough idea of what he asked about?” he asked.

      “I know the sorts of things he might have asked, but not the right questions to ask,” she said. “That’s important, isn’t it?”

      “Very. If the information is rare or valuable, then knowledge devils won’t give it up unless they’re convinced you know exactly what you’re after.” He drummed his fingers. “If you don’t know that much, then the only way is to control the knowledge devils involved. A binding overrides a lot of contractual problems. Although these particular devils—”

      Imira smirked at him. “Ah, you want to make a deal? We work together and you tell me what I want to know after we crush your enemy. You’ll need to prove yourself a little better. Your infernals are dangerous—particularly the dopey one that floats around your daughter—but I haven’t seen anything that makes me think I should waste much time on you.”

      The mention of Luara brought a surge of concern to the forefront of Rys’s mind. He suppressed it and leaned across the desk.

      “I’ve been around far longer than you or anyone you might know. You seem to be interested in knowledge, and I have it in spades.”

      “Mmm, maybe. Honestly, I’d prefer somebody with a little more muscle.” She laughed at his expression. “Oh, don’t make that face. My race might be comprised of pretty boys, but there are some real brutes on Pharos. You’d definitely be a great catch, though. Do you know how frustrating it is to be taller than just about every man on your continent?”

      “Frustrating?” he asked incredulously.

      “Well, maybe not for you. But it makes things very awkward for me.” She shrugged. “So, oh great wisdom-giver, enlighten me.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’ve lived through the Cataclysm, seen the Infernal Empire collapse, know how Hellgate was created, met Azrael—”

      Imira practically destroyed his desk as she launched herself over it. Papers flew everywhere, stamps scattered across the floor, and ink spilled over the side of the wood. Her claws hung only inches away from his face, held there by his own arms.

      Rys’s strength Gift roared with every ounce of power it had, desperately matching Imira’s inhuman power. She’d moved fast enough that the wood had dented where she’d impacted the desk. Tendons in her arms pulsated and he felt magic ripple through them.

      Wherever this strength came from, it wasn’t astral power. Rys’s Gift couldn’t match active enhancement. She was naturally as strong as Grigor.

      Her eyes bore into his and there was an insane, primal lust in them. She pushed her face toward his, until she stared him in the eyes. Rys held tightly onto the power of Castle Aion, ready to use it against her at any moment.

      He hoped he didn’t have to. Imira was easily as strong as Morai, and he hadn’t prepared for this.

      “Hellgate,” she rasped out. “Tell me. Tell me everything, twisted infernalist.”

      “I have a name,” he said. “Call me Rys.”

      “Rys. Tell me about Hellgate. Then we might have a deal,” she said. Then she leaned back and tilted her head. “I’d also love to hear about Azrael. Did you fuck—”

      He blacked out. When he came to, Imira had calmed down and looked less bestial.

      However, she was now firmly planted in his lap. She’d unbuttoned his shirt at some point and was running the tips of her claws across his chest and belly. A shiver ran through his body at the sensation.

      “Feels good, right?” she whispered, pressing her lips against his ear and causing her massive tits to press against him. “I’m rather good at massages. It’s such a shame so few men ever want me to give them, now that I look like this. But maybe a man like you can handle me.”

      Imira rubbed her legs against his, and his body responded. She laughed as their crotches rubbed against each other and she felt his hardness.

      “Well, why don’t we pick up where we left off,” she said. “I believe you now. The moment I brought up the archangel, a great magical scalpel surged out of the astral plane and tore into your mind. The immensity of the power made me feel like a child practicing their first arrays, only to witness the immense power of the adults around them. For someone to lock your mind away with such raw power… Who are you? What are you?”

      Rys attempted to push her away, but she fought back and he let her play around. He’d get his revenge one day for this.

      Briefly, he explained his past, while leaving out a lot of the details. She listened intently, her full attention on him. It was a deeply unnerving time. Even if her claws never stopped caressing him.

      “A great infernal general, returned to a world that has lost so much,” Imira breathed out. “And you said I read too many books.”

      “So? Why do you want to know about Hellgate?” he asked.

      “Because the topic fascinated Karrem and I’m certain he discovered its true nature while he traveled Gauron.” Imira huffed and lay her head on his shoulder. “So? What is it?”

      “I’ll tell you on one condition.”

      “My claws are very close to your dick right now, you realize?”

      “I’ll take the risk,” he said, and she bit his neck for the comment. Blood flowed into her mouth and she giggled. “You’re an archon of Pharos. You even mentioned that I’m a potential political concern. I want your protection from Pharos, and preferably your support.”

      Close to a minute passed while Imira lapped at the regenerating teeth marks in his neck.

      Finally, she straightened up. “Done. You’re the closest I’ve been to my goal since I lost him. I can’t openly support you, given I’m ostensibly neutral, but it’s simple enough to keep the Imperial Court away from you and work with you behind the scenes.”

      In a single swoop, Rys had made an effective ally and found help for Fara’s and Mina’s plan to become havoc foxes. All he had to do was antagonize the foxes of Pharos and play with fire.

      “The angels once ruled Pharos,” he explained. “The Cataclysm was originally a war between the Infernal Empire and the reapers of Hades—one of the lost continents. But the war was caused by another lost continent, Pandemonium and the ancient enemies of the angels. When the angels intervened to stop the war, Pandemonium invaded Pharos.”

      Imira’s eyes widened. “Is that why there are so many ancient temples that match the style of those on Gauron? Most blame my people, but we arrived on Pharos centuries after the Cataclysm.”

      Rys tucked that piece of knowledge away, then continued, “Yes. Hellgate is the aftermath of that invasion. The angels then left Pharos because Pandemonium’s corruption made it difficult for them to remain there for long periods of time. If Karrem was focused on Hellgate, then…”

      Damn. This was a part that Rys wasn’t sure if he should explain.

      Because it might damage his new alliance with Imira. She expected him to deliver the Darus Twins to her and solve the mystery. But the likely answer wasn’t that.

      “Go on,” Imira said, unaware of his internal plight.

      “The angels are the ones who likely know about Hellgate. Darus, the knowledge devil involved, likely doesn’t. The Empire knew little about what happened to Pharos. The magical disruption from the Cataclysm cut even us off from the sea, and long-distance teleportation is an extremely rare ability.”

      “Oh, so I’m extremely rare. How nice.” Imira flapped her puffball tails at him. “I’m not the only fox who can teleport across continents. Now that I don’t need a cover story, I can jump between here and Pharos in the space of hours.”

      Then the truth finally sank in and she frowned. “That means the knowledge devil doesn’t matter.”

      “Most likely not. And the only active angel is—”

      “Azrael. Who you seem to have a connection with.” Imira eyed him. “Well then, it seems I have plenty of reason to stick close to you. But you’ll need to resolve this little mental issue of yours. I’ve met Azrael before, and would prefer to keep those meetings to a minimum.”

      The havoc fox rose up from his lap and strode over to the door. Her tails lowered behind her as she reached it.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll linger in your care for a little longer, Your Majesty,” she said with a smile. “We should speak later. Maybe your cute little foxes can play a part. I’m looking forward to seeing whether you’ve already speared my agent.”

      “Will you fire her if I have?” he asked.

      “We’re allies. Why would I mind if you claim her?” Imira laughed, then tried the door. She scowled at him. “Care to allow me to leave?”

      “In a second. There’s a spirit in the sub-levels you might wish to meet.”

      She raised an eyebrow. Rys reconnected his office with the palace, and she was able to open the door. With a wave of her tails, Imira took on the form of Fara.

      Rys gulped at the sight of his lover in front of him. Imira ran a hand along Fara’s supple thighs, lifting up the robe.

      Then she winked, waved her tails again, and became one of the fox delegates. A moment later, she was gone.

      Rys sincerely hoped he hadn’t made a mistake with this deal. The fear others felt toward Imira seemed justified by more than a hatred of havoc foxes.

      But he had worked with worse before. Even if Imira didn’t help him with the League, he knew he’d made a major step toward gaining more power. And she seemed like a woman who desired to be claimed.

      For the time being, he had a conference to resolve.

      And, he realized, an office to clean up.
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      “You’re telling me that Archon Imira is wandering the palace, and we have no idea whose form she might be taking?” Mina asked Rys.

      “Yes. Are you sure you’ve accounted for all foxes from the delegation?” he asked.

      Mina rolled her eyes, but her twitchy fingers belied her frustration and nervousness. “Duh. Like I wouldn’t stay on top of them. Of the six that came by sea, five came down to the Labyrinth. The one that didn’t was monitored the entire time by imps. She remained in her suite and simply read some books borrowed from the library.”

      Rys sat in a small room that was tucked away with his atelier on the palace’s ground level. He’d taken to using this place for privacy during the conference, given that Luara was being cared for in the wing that contained the war room. The wards that controlled access made it difficult for most to access the room, although he doubted they’d keep Imira out.

      Mina sat cross-legged in one of the chairs beside the glass and steel coffee table in the room. Her sister sat opposite her and looked no less nervous. Fara should be here but the conference started soon and she had security measures to check for the trillionth time. Although she had nearly exploded upon learning that Imira had already breached them.

      “Could the last fox have been an illusion?” he asked Mina.

      She opened her mouth to refute him, then froze. Curses spewed from her instead. Her hands snatched up the tumbler of sake on the table—she’d eschewed the much smaller cups because they were far too small for this news.

      “I figured the imps would see through that with their soulsight, but you just told me her illusions work on that,” she said. “What the fuck, Rys? I know I have room to improve, but how in the hell do I match a fucking archon who is undetectable to soulsight and even Asa’s mental abilities?”

      “You don’t,” he said. “Calm down. I’m not telling you off because you failed to detect a user of astral power. Reality bending is never easy to combat, and I’ve never dealt with anything quite like this.”

      “Fara said that angels can change their appearance,” Mina said. “I should have prepared—”

      “Mina, shut up and drink your sake,” Rys snapped.

      His spymaster stared at him with wide eyes, but did as bid. Some of it dribbled down her chin and she swore again. Her tails swished and removed the offending liquid.

      “You never saw that,” she said, red in the face.

      “My overachieving sister drinks like a baby when she’s feeling dominated. Is that your fetish?” Sarae asked.

      “I dunno. Is gargling balls yours?” Mina growled back. “You can tell your boss all about your practice doing that with Rys’s. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled.”

      “Oh, fuck you. Like you don’t do the same.”

      Rys ignored the bitchy sisters and swirled the wine in his glass. While Imira’s willingness to help him had salvaged the situation, he disliked that it had happened at all.

      It had been a sharp reminder that he wasn’t the powerhouse he wanted to be. Even if he regained his true power, would it be enough to deal with somebody like Imira? None of the demons had seen her, so they couldn’t assess her strength, but Rys’s mind told him that he could probably win once close to normal.

      But raw strength was far from everything against astral power. Rys valued other sources of power for exactly that reason, and his magic tended toward the esoteric to give him an advantage. A large part of why causality Gifts were so highly valued among infernals was that they enabled their wielders to combat astral power users.

      An angel might be able to bend space and time, but that meant little against a devil whose Gift allowed them to always strike first, or to match the raw power output of their opponents.

      Rys’s best causality Gifts were inactive. Lost to the turmoil of the 1500 years he’d been sealed away for. The strength Gift granted to him by the Arcas devil Krisanem counted, but being able to defeat Imira in arm wrestling wasn’t the edge he needed.

      Ideally, he’d infiltrate the Labyrinth and find more power conduits and slates. Given the Federation’s intransigence, he suspected gaining access to their Labyrinth would stand at odds with defeating the League. He had priorities, and thwarting Darus ranked higher.

      Until he regained more of his infernal sorcery, he had to work with what he had.

      That meant his runes. He had regained enough of his knowledge to begin forging conceptual runes again, including perfect dwarven runes. By putting in practice alongside Maeve, he might be able to produce weapons and armor that could support him in battle against astral power.

      As for Imira’s illusions…

      “There are things we can accomplish, and things we can’t,” he said, cutting through the silence. “Dealing with her illusions falls into the latter camp. If we receive hints that she’s an enemy, then we pivot to fight her. But I’m not expending effort on her while I have other actual enemies.”

      “Why not bind her to an infernal contract like with Morai?” Mina asked. “Bait her into an agreement and snap your fingers.”

      “Verbal contracts often have too many loopholes. Morai’s is reliant on an arbitrary idea of answering questions, for one, and there’s nothing stopping her from harming us through others,” he said. “Not to mention how unstable Imira seemed. I couldn’t tell if she wanted to fuck me or kill me.”

      “Why not both?”

      “Unlike Freisa, I don’t regrow my head after it’s chopped off,” he drawled. “Anyway, infernal contracts are crude. Written ones work well, but Imira would never sign one. You should never underestimate the way they can make things worse, either. If I made Hyrie and the succubi stop undermining you with a contract, they’d likely stop doing helpful things under the pretense that they might undermine you.”

      Scowling, Mina refilled her tumbler. She clinked the sake bottle against the glass several times to get the last drops out, then vaporized it with a twist of her tails. The glass dust then vanished in a burst of flames and prismatic light.

      “Yeah, I think I get what you’re saying,” she said. “It’d become a monkey’s paw, like from the stories. I still wish Asa would do something about them.”

      “Her job is to stop Hyrie from harming me. If you’re the spymaster, you need to remain on top of your subordinates. You can expect far more troublesome ‘allies’ than Hyrie in the future,” he said. “And I don’t want to assume that Asa is there to save your skin.”

      “I know.” Her head bobbed up and down and she nearly spilled her sake. “I’ve been thinking of some stuff recently. With the war on the horizon, I—”

      Rys stopped her with an open palm. “Don’t tell me. Let your results speak for themselves. Conspire, plot, and sabotage all you like, but remember that as the spymaster, you need to ensure that my objectives are met. If Hyrie manages to screw you over, then you’ll wear the blame.”

      “I noticed. Her entire aim while fighting Avolar was to make me look like an idiot, while setting herself up to swoop in after I fucked up.” Mina’s eyes blazed.

      Sarae sat quietly in her chair. Unlike them, she hadn’t hit the liquor. A pot of green tea sat in front of her, and she had already refilled it. Her thoughts remained unknown to Rys.

      But not for long.

      “Sarae, have you spoken to Imira?” he asked.

      “No.” She shook her head. “I know you doubt my allegiance, but I’ve never met the archon. It’s… kind of annoying to know she’s so close yet so far away.”

      Rys would be deeply amused if it turned out Sarae was currently Imira. But unless the archon had taken Sarae’s form from the very beginning, she was one of the harder members of the palace to replace. The sisterly bonding that Mina and Sarae conducted would push Imira far beyond her abilities, given she’d messed up something as simple as a fixed rotation of servants.

      Not to mention that Mina would be most suspicious of her sister. Irregularities would be investigated thoroughly and used as an excuse to serve up Sarae to Rys.

      “Wow, it’s almost like Pharos is a cold, unfeeling bureaucracy from the top down,” Mina said. “Are you just going to play agent like nothing happened?”

      Sarae flushed, but took a deep breath. “No. I’ll assume what Rys has said is true, but I need confirmation. I’ve sent off a message canister. If I don’t get a reply…”

      “You’ll keep playing agent?”

      “Fuck you, Sis.”

      “Just saying, you’ve spent almost eighteen months accomplishing very little for her. But I could use a trained spy against the League.”

      Sarae’s eyes lit up, but she merely scowled and sullenly drank her tea.

      Inwardly, Rys congratulated Mina on some expert manipulation. Sarae had little reason to turn on Pharos, given how prestigious her role was. Unlike Fara, who felt alienated, and Mina, who had been betrayed, Sarae was merely a young woman learning the brutal reality of the world.

      Which left her ripe for exploitation to those who had already been awakened to it. Mina might be the same age, but over two years of servitude to Rys had changed her.

      “Like I said, there are things we can do,” Rys said, rising suddenly. “Keep security up, but remember that Imira is only one attendee. The Federation might try something. If you get any hints that something is awry, notify Grigor and Asa.”

      “So they can crack heads,” Mina said. “Come on, Sis. Let’s go poke some demihumans.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Sarae muttered, but dutifully joined her sister.

      After a few minutes, Rys left as well. The imps arrived to clean up.

      Idly, he wondered whether Imira could take on the form of an imp. Then he took in the movements and idle chatter of the imps.

      If Imira could successfully imitate an imp, she was crazier than Rys possibly believed. He also sincerely doubted she’d get past the union delegates, who certainly did not exist and weren’t in heated negotiations with him about imp-to-infernal ratios and some sort of magitech coffee machine.

      They’d given up on the specialty beans last year, after Vallis had seen the expense and turned into a raging inferno. Rys had caught a few imps arguing about whether to upgrade her boss status after that tantrum.

      This time, they knew to avoid ongoing expenses. Vallis had less to say about large one-off purchases than regular purchases of coffee with an expense that rivaled a small capital program.

      Lost in his thoughts, Rys passed by the ateliers and rooms set aside for the Black Sorcerers. He nearly missed the distinct magical presences in one of them. Then his feet stopped, as if registering what he’d sensed before his mind caught up.

      Two strangely familiar magical presences were together. Rys had always suspected they were similar, but feeling them in the same room only affirmed his suspicion.

      Maeve and Faeris were in the same room. More importantly, Maeve had removed her helmet, which typically muted her distinctive presence.

      Stepping up to the closed door, he attempted to listen in. But the room had aural wards and additional ones had been added.

      Even a mindspeak message to Mina proved unsuccessful. The ceiling ducts had been cut off by the extra wards. While they might be penetrated, particularly by Asa, the risk of being caught was too high.

      As it is, Rys decided to leave it be. Mina had confirmed that Maeve and Faeris were in the same room, and that Maeve looked deeply unhappy about this fact.

      But would any of this cause drama during the conference itself? In only a few days, he’d find out.
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      The first day of the conference proved as boring as expected. Despite being together for over a week now, everyone gave formal introductions. Rules for discussion and arguing were set, in order to prevent troublemakers from screaming over others or frustrating discussions they wouldn’t appreciate.

      For the most part, Rys used rules and practices from his time in the Empire. Conferences between the various races and organizations that comprised the Empire had occurred frequently enough that he knew how to conduct them in his sleep. The only thing missing was a sheaf of infernal contracts to hold everybody to the rules, and prevent information leaks.

      Tyrisa had prepared them and seemed annoyed that he wouldn’t distribute them.

      “This isn’t Hell,” he told her.

      “You told me the rules are from the Empire,” she said. “I even checked, and most of them are still in use. Presumably, the elves and dragons continued to use similar ones for major forums and humans picked up on them.”

      “None of them use infernal contracts.” He poked the devil in the forehead. “Tell you what. If you convince Liorne to sign one, I’ll distribute them.”

      She stared at him as if he’d asked her to swallow poison. Muttering insults, she tucked the contracts aside and entered the conference hall. Somebody needed to take minutes, and Tyrisa would be blessed if she let anyone else take that position off her.

      While the first night included a lavish feast in a dining hall, few attendees stuck around for drinks.

      Mina and Sarae kept a close eye on those that left, with a particular focus on what groups they formed.

      While Rys swirled some wine by the chocolate fountain—which had been topped up more times than he thought was possible in a single night—Grand Magister Welnham approached him.

      “I believe you may have overdone things,” the mage said, nursing his own glass of wine. “Most of us haven’t seen this sort of extravagance, even on Gauron.”

      “Really?” Rys asked.

      “Gauron is a disparate smattering of city-states with monarchs that aspire to power and wealth they’ll never hold,” Welnham said. “Do you think that those desperate enough to live here would have bathed in the sort of wealth that can afford masses of magitech, aged wines, and a palace full of servants?”

      “I understand the Federation is quite well off.”

      “By the standards of the archipelago, sure. But you’ve been in Queen Faeris’s palace. Many of the demihumans actively imitate her, as they see her as the shining jewel of Gauron.” Welnham smiled bitterly. “Think about that. An adventurer turned monarch, and the daughter of an exiled mage, seen as the greatest that a continent can offer. Taren Hand would collapse in a laughing fit if he knew.”

      That name… The most powerful mage alive, according to some.

      Rys asked, “You knew Hand personally? I figured that you came out here long ago, and he only recently rose to power.”

      “Recently? He’s been the grand magister of the Tower of Stars since the turn of the century—some twenty years ago. But yes, I knew him. Him and Maliah. They were a little older than me, but I saw the chaos that followed Maliah’s expulsion. All of us were mages in the Tower of the Moon, which is the little brother of the Tower of Stars.” Welnham’s gaze became distant. “I haven’t spoken with Maliah since then. All his negotiations were through proxies and amounted to ultimatums.”

      “Everyone I meet seems to have history together,” Rys said wryly.

      Welnham laughed, then gestured toward some chairs in the corner. They took a seat, and watched the few other occupants of the room chatter. Faeris, Marin, and Maria were deep in discussion about something that had them red-faced and roaring with laughter every few minutes. Fara and Nia nursed sake in a far corner. A few merchants were getting drunk together.

      “Like I said, true wealth and status is rare on Gauron. Ahm and Shropham are the magic capitals of the continent. Malataine is building up a merchant empire in the south-west. And the dwarves have grandiose underground citadels that span much of the continent. But the rest? Scraps of centuries long past.” The mage shrugged. “You’ll find that a lot of powerful mages hail from the same cities, and those who are old enough will know each other as a result.”

      “Do you know Graem, then?” Rys asked.

      “Only recently. He’s fairer to deal with than I expected. But then, we’re all mages.”

      While more was said, little of it mattered. Eventually, Rys retired to his bedroom and was debriefed by Mina.

      The Federation’s delegates had been spreading themselves far and wide. While it was possible they were attempting to turn the tide against Rys, their efforts would prove futile.

      After all, he knew far more than they did about the threat. He also knew what the delegates were planning. As far as he was concerned, eavesdropping on private conversations was fair game. Rys never pretended to be moral.

      What caught his attention more was the focused attention on Tarmouth’s merchants. Given the Federation were up to their neck in smuggling goods to and from the League, they surely knew the risks they were taking with the only international port in the archipelago. Did they think they could play both sides throughout the war? Or were they trying to soften the blow?

      Rys knew that he needed to apply pressure to the Federation tomorrow. That meant giving up on his goal of Labyrinth access and focusing on trade.

      A pricey choice, but he wanted to crush the Malus League. If he cut them off entirely, Maliah wouldn’t have access to the magical catalysts and supplies he needed for an army of infernals.

      The next day came. Mina’s fluffy tails made for a nice alarm clock, as they moved around a lot as she began to stir.

      The conference hall itself centered on a long table. Rys sat at one end, and Faeris at the other. Not all the delegates had seats, and instead gathered around smaller tables or in small adjoining rooms. While the delegates had swept the furniture for recording crystals, they seemed unaware of the ones in the floor and ceiling itself.

      “With introductions over, I assume we all want to get down to the real meat of the conference,” Rys said.

      “War,” Kirik said, drawing an annoyed look from Tyrisa. He was technically breaking the rules, but nobody was going to tell him off.

      “No. A reason for war,” Rys said, then placed a small container of recording crystals on the table. “Everyone here knows what sort of threat the Malus League poses. But I suspect most of you don’t comprehend what they’ve been up to since they invaded Gorgria years ago.”

      “We’ve heard the rumors,” Welnham said. “Substantiation is necessary for such extreme claims, however. The degree of economic blockading we’ve undertaken should drastically weaken their towers.”

      “Should,” Faeris said.

      “I sense foreshadowing,” Liorne said, smiling broadly. “Are we finding out sooner or later how the League is evading the blockade of every nation in the archipelago? It’s my understanding that part of the reason the Kingdom of Kavolara annexed Avolar was due to breaches of this. Are more annexations to come?”

      “Do not joke of that,” one of the Federation delegates growled.

      Kirik shut him up with a glare.

      Rys waited for the peanut gallery to quieten, then held up a recording crystal. “These crystals contain images of our battle against Maliah Jyarvic’s latest ally.”

      Tyrisa and Fara passed out the crystals one-by-one. Everyone eyed them closely, and some began analyzing it with magic.

      “They’re copies,” Welnham said. “Do you have the original? I’m afraid I’m quite wary of manipulated crystals.”

      Rys flicked the crystal in his hand over to Welnham. The mage looked it over, then nodded.

      “It passes my test. I cannot detect any signs of tampering,” he said. “The images were taken over a short period of time, and the strange interference pattern matches that of the Labyrinth.”

      Internally, Rys let out a sigh. Asa had produced the crystal from memories of those present, such as him, Maeve, and Grigor. While efforts had been taken to make the crystal appear legitimate, nobody knew if it would hold up, despite Graem’s affirmation.

      Each of the delegates looked over their crystal. Gasps escaped them, and many began to murmur and talk among themselves.

      Rys planned to let them debate for some time, but Kirik would have none of it. Even Liorne seemed perturbed.

      “What the hell is this?” Kirik asked. “I’ve heard of demons of this size, but even yours don’t match this one.”

      “He’s a demon lord, Kirik. Like I told you,” Faeris said, holding her head in one palm. “You wanted proof. There it is. An image of the huge bird lord attempting to tear me apart, with Maliah in the background.”

      “How was he summoned?” Liorne asked. “I’ve been to Gauron. My understanding is that there hasn’t been a demon lord summoned since the war against the shadowbeasts, and that involved direct assistance from the angels.”

      More murmuring. Tarmouth’s merchants looked deeply concerned, and Rys sensed them actively communicating using sendings. Welnham appeared distracted, and his left pinky finger kept twitching. Presumably, he was speaking with the merchants using sendings.

      “How many of you know who Varian Harpersmith is?” Rys asked.

      While most shot puzzled looks at him, the white faces and clenched hands of several of the older delegates spoke volumes.

      “Grand Magister?” one of the Federation nobles asked Welnham.

      “An extraordinarily powerful and dangerous dark mage with history on Gauron. While he’s been suspected to reside here, the Inquisition and Malataine’s paladins have no wish to anger the Kinadain again,” Welnham said.

      Kirik cursed. “I wouldn’t complain if your fucking people cleaned up their own damn mess.”

      “Would your Death Saint?”

      No response from Kirik, and he merely grimaced. Apparently Morai kept the great powers of Gauron far from the archipelago.

      How much damage had she done that they remembered her nearly a century later?

      “Powerful or not, I thought infernalism was a specialized school of magic,” Liorne said, meeting Rys’s gaze. “I’d appreciate a better explanation than a vague reference to a dangerous mage.”

      “An attempted pact,” Rys said, keeping his tone bland. “Varian used his power to summon the Demon Lord Grishaw with the intention of forming an infernal pact. Maliah then formed a contract with Grishaw and conducted a temporary summoning—which is what you see in the crystals.”

      “Elaborate.”

      Rys frowned, then sat down. This might take a while.

      Noticing the shift in his posture, several people swiftly refilled their drinks. He waited patiently. Explaining this twice would be too much effort.

      “There are many ways to summon infernals,” he explained. “The most common are temporary summonings, where the summoner forms a contract with the infernal. The summoner pays a price, much like they would to gain information from a knowledge devil, and temporarily gain the services of the infernal.”

      “So you have contracts with all of your infernals?” Kirik asked.

      “Hardly. I use bindings, which use raw power to summon and control the infernal. As if I’m going to negotiate with every demon whenever they want to ransack a village.” Rys smiled grimly. “But that’s the difference between me and the League. I choose to have fewer infernals but maintain control, while they care only for raw numbers.”

      “Well, at least you’re admitting to your infernalism,” one delegate muttered.

      “Enough,” Welnham said. “It’s pointless to debate King Talarys’s magic. His actions have been the polar opposite of Maliah’s, and we choose to judge him by them. This isn’t Gauron.” Then he waved Rys on. “There’s another method you mentioned but didn’t explain.”

      “Pacts are a method of summoning infernals too powerful for conventional summoning,” Rys said. “They are long-term, involve detailed contracts, and are immensely dangerous. Each participant pays a price, which enables the summoner to bring the infernal into Harrium. That price must be continually paid, and increases over time. Unless the summoner is terminated prematurely, pacts inevitably end in chaos.”

      “That’s a lot of confidence when speaking about something I’ve never read about or heard of,” Liorne said.

      “You’ve all heard of pacts. There’s an incredibly famous one from Gauron’s history.” Rys leaned back and smirked. “Go on. I’ll wait for all of you to realize what it was.”

      Welnham closed his eyes and let out a grave sigh. Most others cottoned on swiftly, although a few needed to be nudged by compatriots.

      Eventually, Faeris said, “Varian and Maliah might not be as powerful as Kushan, but their delusions are just as great. This was one attempt. There is a near infinite number of infernals in Hell. We have intelligence that suggests they’re making another pact.”

      “Then where is it?” one delegate asked.

      “I gained it from a knowledge devil,” Rys said. “You can either choose to believe it or not.”

      “That’s an untestable piece of evidence.”

      “Is it?” Welnham stroked his chin and looked at Liorne. “I could summon a knowledge devil of my own and ask if any powerful infernals had gone missing from Hell recently. Given King Talarys’s own infernalism, it’s a fairly trivial matter for him to do the same.”

      Rys wondered if he’d need to set aside a workshop for Welnham to do exactly that. If it helped, he didn’t have a problem doing so.

      “I’m happy to assist you with such a summoning, or provide the room if you’d prefer,” he said.

      “Tonight, then.” Welnham leaned back, still staring at Liorne. “Well? I’ve always wondered what might convince your kind to do more than merely meddle from the shadows.”

      The seven-tailed fox had a stony expression on his face. His eyes scanned the room, including those not at the table. They finally rested on Fara, who stood behind Rys.

      “I would like to recess early,” Liorne said while folding his arms in front of him. “There are deliberations I must undertake before we discuss further topics. These revelations are deeply concerning and cut right to the core of my mission not merely as Chief Enforcer, but as a representative of the Imperial Court.”

      “Already? We’ve barely been speaking for an hour,” a merchant said.

      Liorne didn’t waste his breath. He knew the decision lay with Rys.

      “Does anyone object?” Rys asked, pointedly ignoring the earlier objection.

      Welnham’s pinky twitched and the merchants remained silent. Everyone else got Rys’s message.

      “Then we’ll reconvene in…” he trailed off.

      “I shall let you know once I am decided. This may take over an hour,” Liorne said.

      “Then everyone can spread out across the palace if they wish. You’ll be fetched by servants when required,” Rys said.

      The conference quickly broke up. Many attendees took the opportunity to retreat to rooms elsewhere in the palace.

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” Fara asked quietly, watching as Liorne shooed most of the foxes out of an adjacent room. “If they split up, we could lose some.”

      “If anyone is dumb enough to strike now, they deserve to be caught,” Rys said. “Mina, Asa, and Sarae are on high alert. If anything, this is an opportunity to catch Imira and anyone else who has successfully hidden themselves away.”

      Fara lowered her ears and tails in acknowledgement. Then they shot back up.

      Her sister, Nia, stood outside the room Liorne had vanished into. Nia’s tails flicked back and forth while she stared at Fara.

      “It seems Liorne wants to talk,” Fara said.

      “You saw Grishaw. He might know that.”

      Fara nodded, then slipped away.

      Seeing little reason to remain in the open, Rys retreated to an adjacent room set aside for him. Mina bounced up to him from where she had been observing the active recording crystals.

      “I think you really threw Liorne for a loop,” she told Rys while latching onto his arm. “It seems he really thought you were trying to drag the foxes into some petty war and wanted to quash Marin’s ambitions.”

      “I’d wondered if he was aware of her schemes,” Rys mused. “But he inadvertently played into mine. Last year I underestimated the Malus League. This year, everyone is underestimating me. I know how to handle politics and intransigent leaders.”

      The entire reason Imira was an archon was to prevent foreign affairs from damaging Pharos. If they wanted to isolate themselves from the rest of Harrium, that implicitly required being aware of events that might breach that isolation.

      So a dangerous cabal of mages summoning infernals using a method associated with Kushan would be a very valid reason to interfere. Liorne had admitted that he worked with Imira and had a long history with the Imperial Court. He’d been surprisingly easy to manipulate with an appeal to duty.

      “Anyway, I think the Federation reps are planning something dumb,” Mina said. “You might want to get on the front foot when it comes to the smuggling, before they find a way to posture about cutting off the League.”

      “They’re already supposed to have cut off the League.” Rys shook his head. “I get it. Keep an eye on them.”

      His spymaster vanished into the ceiling ducts, leaving him alone. The conference rooms were tiny things, with little more than a small table and chairs. Given Rys had thrown them together at the last minute, they were barely decorated either. Only the main conference hall was lavishly furnished.

      A knock sounded at the door and then it unlocked with a pulse of magic. One of the servants slipped in, and her wolf ears and tail wagged when she saw Rys.

      “Master,” she said, bowing in the obnoxious way many of the servants did. Only his personal maids didn’t, if only because he had ordered them not to.

      Rys grunted and began scanning the recordings on the table. The servant poured him a fresh cup of coffee and served up a slice of carrot cake.

      Right as he raised the cup to his lips, he looked at the servant and said, “There’s nothing in this that will kill me or cripple me horribly, right?”

      The wolfkin stared at him for a few seconds. Then she pouted. “Really? I know I got the rotation right, and all the food and drink is made centrally. There are even other maids flitting about the place and serving drinks to people. How?”

      Her voice matched Imira’s, but not her appearance.

      “Honestly, I was just fishing,” Rys said, earning himself a fiery glare. “If you were going to show up, this would be the ideal moment. I just revealed some juicy secrets and I’m alone. Your timing was off, so I tossed my line out.”

      “And I got suckered.” Imira flounced on top of the desk, causing the dress to hike up and reveal some rather plain underwear. “Well, not like it matters. I wanted to talk to you anyway.”

      “About?”

      “Don’t play dumb. You should have told me about the pact before,” she said. “This whole situation is a waste of time. Liorne got played hard, but all you needed to do was tell me what was happening.”

      Rys leaned back in his chair, taking in what he’d been told. He had been certain that Imira was uninterested in the League.

      “Because you’ve paid so much attention to Sarae,” he drawled. “She’s been actively supporting me the entire time.”

      “I know.” Imira paused then cursed. “Well, shit, I misread her. I’d assumed she found the first excuse to shack up with you and join her family in your bed. The way she stares at you and throws jealous glares at her bouncier sister made it an easy conclusion.”

      “But she had a valid reason. Sarae and Nia have been broadly aware of the entire situation the entire time,” he said.

      “Yeah, yeah.” The archon waved a hand dismissively.

      “Are you really that interested?” he asked.

      “Not especially, but I am an archon.” She snorted. “I’ve been thinking about all these crazy schemes to justify supporting you and preventing censure by the Alliance. Turns out you’ve already worked it out.”

      “I come from an era where politics was vastly more complicated.”

      “You can brag when you compete with the big boys. Right now, you’re an adult kicking the shit out of children and claiming you’re the greatest fighter in the world.” A toothy grin crossed her face. “But I like it. Bullying is fun, after all.”

      “You’d make a good devil, you know.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Imira stood back up, brushed herself down, then wheeled her tray toward the door.

      “You’re not going to greet Sarae or Mina?” Rys asked.

      “If they want to meet me, they can find me first.” But she still paused. “Organize something. I’ve overheard a few curious conversations when your beloved foxes drop their guard. It wouldn’t be right if I let them flail around in the dark for too much longer, given I was uplifted.”

      Then she slipped out, leaving Rys to puzzle out her final words. What he did know was that Imira was willing to meet Fara, Sarae, and Mina.

      Liorne sent word to Rys after nearly two hours, and he reconvened the conference. Lunch had passed, which was convenient as it allowed them to skip another break.

      “So, have you made a decision?” Welnham asked the fox enforcer the moment the meeting started.

      “I have.”

      “And?”

      Liorne spread his hands out on the table. “This is a conference, isn’t it? King Talarys has warned us of a threat, but not what he plans to do about it.”

      Figures. Based on Imira’s response, Liorne planned to back Rys, but wouldn’t publicly commit unless Rys could get the other nations onside.

      Recalling Mina’s advice, Rys chose not to waste more time. “I had planned to talk about this tomorrow, after more detailed discussion.”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t have an aim. The entire intention of this conference is to gather strength against Maliah. You’ve given us more reason than ever to consider him a grave threat,” Kirik said, his eyes blazing.

      The other Federation delegates shifted uncomfortably. Those not at the table shot glares at Kirik, clearly used to less formal affairs where public attacks were common. Did they think this was an extension of their political caucus?

      Maybe Rys really had overplanned this. Half of what he intended to raise this afternoon might not be necessary.

      “Fair,” he pretended to admit. “I’ll make my intentions clear now, then.”

      Many delegates leaned in, and a hush fell over the room. Faeris rolled her eyes at the reaction.

      “The League has been a pariah for over a decade now, but the blockades and trade bans have had little effect. In fact, Maliah’s schemes have only further destabilized the archipelago,” Rys said. “He invaded Gorgria, backed Compagnon and caused immense damage to central Kavolara, and then brought about the collapse of Avolar.”

      Nobody reacted to Rys’s blatant lie that the League had caused the collapse of Avolar. Either they had fantastic poker faces, or he’d successfully convinced people that the war he waged against Avolar hadn’t brought it down.

      He continued, “Right now, the League should be at their weakest. A nation of mages can’t survive without imports, let alone find the funds to buy them without exports of their own. Yet there is no instability and they plow onward to their next scheme to create chaos.”

      “Enough theatrics,” Kirik said. “We all understand the threat and current state of the League.”

      Liorne cleared his throat. The Saint winced in response.

      “Right, foreigners,” Kirik muttered. “Couldn’t you have gotten a primer before attending?”

      “There’s a difference between the reports I read and hearing opinions from the mouths of locals,” Liorne said.

      Rys waited for their little spat to subside. When they turned back to him, he continued, “There’s only one way to stop Maliah’s insane scheme. Invasion. Unless you want to be invaded?”

      “As the queen of the nation he’s targeting, I’d prefer to strike first,” Faeris said.

      “Isn’t that a hasty conclusion?” a Federation delegate said. “Surely there must be stronger measures we can take that fall short of war.”

      “We’ve been trying those for over a decade, in case you had your hands over your ears for the past few minutes,” Welnham drawled. “I’m in full support, both as a representative of the Celestial Network and a member of Tarmouth’s ruling council.”

      The what network? Rys reached out to Vallis with mindspeak, using Tyrisa as a relay. If anyone knew about weird mage things, it was Vallis.

      “I told you before, didn’t I?” Vallis said mentally. “The mage towers of Tarmouth have strong links to Gauron. The mages maintain banking and professional networks, and the largest is the Celestial Network. The Tower of Stars leads it, with—”

      “Taren Hand,” Rys replied. “Got it.”

      He sincerely hoped the great mage didn’t turn up himself to destroy the League. No wonder Graem had been so concerned about Maliah’s plan to summon Grishaw. Gauron had its tendrils in the archipelago, and something as dangerous as a runaway demon lord or royal devil could summon their might.

      How far could Rys go without attracting attention? Did he need to take control of Tarmouth sooner rather than later? Or would that worsen the situation?

      While his thoughts rumbled in his head, debate raged in the conference room. Maria attempted to mediate between the Federation and Tarmouth representatives, particularly as demihuman mages arced up over ‘foreign interference.’

      “Enough,” Rys said.

      One of the Federation mages kept arguing. Rys looked at him, and he took the hint.

      “To answer the original question, any stronger measures would be undermined by the smuggling operations currently supporting the Malus League,” Rys said.

      He gestured to Tyrisa, and she retrieved another container of recording crystals from her table. Several pairs of eyes noticed her and narrowed in response.

      “Smuggling? Well, isn’t that a natural problem?” the Federation delegate said. “We can—”

      “Stop using your fleets to support the League?” Rys suggested. “Stop exporting enormous volumes of catalysts from Federation ports?”

      The Federation delegates nearly exploded. As they rose to their feet with roars, banging their fists against the table, Rys accepted the box of recording crystals from Tyrisa. He tried thanking her, but she couldn’t hear him.

      “Shut up!” Kirik snapped at his own representatives. “For the love of all that is holy, show some fucking decency. Are you going to throw punches next? Or insult his parents? This isn’t parliament!”

      When the delegates turned to him with angry faces, the Saint reminded them of what he was.

      Flames licked the edges of his sole draconic horn and the gray in his hair and mustache transformed into a blinding white. The air shimmered around the Ashbringer and his presence pressed down against the entire room.

      Most delegates cowered in their seats. They looked to the more powerful representatives in panic, only to see none of them reacting.

      Compared to Imira’s raw power, Kirik was considerably weaker. He could match a royal devil, but definitely fell well short of Ariel’s handmaidens and Malusian’s generals. Sirion would vaporize him. There also wasn’t any astral power at play, merely extremely powerful sorcery.

      “Ashbringer, I’d prefer if you didn’t scare the delegates half to death,” Rys drawled.

      Kirik’s flames vanished and the pressure left the room. He leaned back in his chair. “Those are serious accusations,” he told Rys.

      “I have serious evidence.” Rys flicked one of the crystals to Welnham, who caught it and gave confirmation it hadn’t been tampered with. “These crystals contain images of Federation vessels engaged in smuggling. We also have their routes, including the ports they’ve used. For reference, these ships were spotted at Narsfel, a town that didn’t even have a port a few years ago.”

      Silence reigned as everyone slowly looked through the recording crystals. Stony expressions came across the faces of the Tarmouth merchants, and their eyes fell on the Federation representatives.

      “It’s nothing new for smugglers to pretend to be Federation vessels,” one delegate said.

      “Then you won’t mind if I sink every ship that goes near the League’s coast, will you?” Faeris said.

      “That’s—the League connects with the channel. How can we even sail to Tarmouth in those circumstances?”

      “There are other routes. Right now, I’m not sure I trust your ships anywhere near them and I won’t risk my people’s lives over smokescreens,” Faeris said. Her expression was so cold that Rys felt he was looking at another woman entirely.

      “This is a declaration of war!” the Federation delegate shouted.

      “Perhaps,” Welnham said, his face like granite. “But you might not even need to sail through the channel anymore.”

      All eyes turned to Welnham. The faces of the Federation delegates paled.

      “We have an agreement not to trade with the Malus League. This is a prima facie breach of that agreement, and I do not see how Tarmouth can allow further trade with the Federation until it is resolved.” Welnham looked back at the merchants he had come with.

      They all nodded solemnly. Profits mattered little when dealing with a madman who’d invade them and claim their businesses for their own.

      No words escaped the Federation delegates. While they might have wanted to shout in fury, they’d likely realized it wouldn’t help them.

      Rys decided to ignore them. He turned to face Liorne. “Care to announce your earlier decision?”

      “If the neighbors of the League are willing to go to war, then the Garrote Clan will support you on behalf of the Imperial Court and Archon Imira,” Liorne said. “While your own infernals still require assessment, I am certain that the Emperor and his archon will not stand for demon lords to rise to power in Harrium. There are already regrets that little could be done about the last major threat to the world.”

      A funny statement on behalf of a nation that preached isolationism. Rys didn’t care, however. He had what he wanted.

      “Then we’ll end for the day. I expect many of you have a lot to deliberate on and discuss,” he said, looking pointedly at the Federation delegation. “If you want to see the other evidence, it will be available upon request.”

      The session broke up. Whatever happened next was of little importance, however.

      Rys’s alliance against the Malus League had been formed. He even had the support of Pharos and had forced the Federation to choose between Tarmouth and the League—assuming they wormed their way out of this dilemma. The fear of Maliah combined with that of powerful infernals pushed the unwilling into action.

      When Rys had met with Maliah in person, he had briefly considered siding with the mage. The two of them would likely get along, and the benefits Maliah could bring were immense.

      But his choice to act against Maliah remained the wiser option. The fear and hatred felt toward the man and his compatriots overwhelmed any benefits he might provide.

      Maliah needed to die. As did Varian, most likely.

      It was time for Rys to mobilize his armies in preparation for a coming war.
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      The third and last official day of the conference ended with little fanfare. The leaders of each nation spent most of the day nutting out details and signing formal paperwork about the alliance and trade agreements.

      Tyrisa’s attempt to push another infernal contract into the mix was rejected. Rys needed to appear above that.

      Why else would he put up with a shiny, white castle?

      As things wrapped up in the afternoon, Rys found himself alone with Maria while their guests chatted over drinks.

      “Things have gone well,” Maria said as she handed him a glass of wine. “Maybe even perfectly?”

      “No, perfect would have meant convincing the Federation to side with us in the war, or at least not angering them so much,” he said, eying Kirik in the distance.

      The other Federation delegates refused to attend the final day out of protest against Rys. He’d ignored them, as Mina told him they were busy trying to save their trade relationship with Tarmouth.

      As amusing as their self-destruction had been, pushing them would harm Rys’s interests. They blamed him for what happened, and that made it effectively impossible to traverse the Labyrinth. Orthrus would need to investigate his theory that power conduits were outside it.

      Maria leaned her head against his shoulder. Her body heat against his arm felt pleasant but he kept his instincts at bay.

      Several of his women wanted “repayment for their services.” Rys had been keeping his sexual activities limited over the conference, but needed to resume regular activities soon enough. Maria wasn’t the first in line. Especially as she enjoyed being denied.

      “I don’t know if that was truly possible,” she mused, swirling her wine. “Once the war is over, I’ll visit the Federation. I have connections there that might be able to smooth things over, particularly as I doubt they were involved in the smuggling.”

      “Talk to them sooner. The war isn’t going to involve you directly.”

      Maria nodded.

      Close by, they overheard Faeris’s conversation with Welnham.

      “As delightful as it has been to see you again, I had wondered if your daughter might be here,” the mage said. “I haven’t seen her since before that dreadful siege of Torfunburg.”

      Faeris’s smile thinned. “She’s been focused on her studies.”

      “Magical, I assume? She had tremendous talent, even if they were in more esoteric areas.”

      Faeris spotted Rys and hid a scowl. She led Welnham away as she responded.

      Not that it mattered. Any conversation in here was being recorded. But Rys only firmed up his suspicions about Faeris. Although it left him curious about the busty princess hidden away in Gorgria’s palace, who seemed to yearn for external contact.

      “Most of our guests will be staying a few extra days,” he told Maria. “Do we have more entertainment planned?”

      “Yes, but I’ll wind down the scope of it now that we’re certain the Federation delegates will leave,” she replied. “I take it you’ll be busy?”

      “There’s a woman lurking in the castle that I should deal with sooner rather than later,” he said. “I’ve also been in the middle of a larger project for months now, and it’s close to completion.”

      “Oh, right. That summoning project I’ve heard of.” She tilted her head at him. “None of the others have taken so long.”

      The implied question was obvious.

      “This isn’t a summoning,” he admitted. “Or at least, not entirely. This is experimental magic and it requires extensive research into specific infernals in Hell, as well as perfectly constructed ritual circles. Any mistake could be catastrophic—permanently. The damage I might do to Grigor or the others will scar their essence.”

      “Ah. You’re always so careful when it comes to this sort of thing.” Her hand ran along his thigh. “But less so toward me. Do you know how difficult it is to breathe on the floor, with your cock down my throat, and your hands crushing my chest?”

      “No, but I doubt you really care. I thought you wanted something more extreme,” he said.

      “I do, but I also love being used like that. It reminds me that I’m yours and that you’re still interested in me.” She licked her lips. “Find some time, please?”

      How could he say no to an offer like that?

      After breaking an internal promise and leaving Maria in a sticky mess in his private receiving room, Rys tracked down his foxes. Finding them only required asking Asa about them.

      Fara remained in the conference hall, talking with Nia over some coffee. She followed him with little more than a raised eyebrow.

      Sarae was next, and he found her going through the hours of recordings they had. At some point she had claimed her own office only a few doors down from his, but he’d never visited her. The décor was lacking, but he noticed that she hadn’t put up anything that implied fealty to Pharos.

      “Oh, Rys,” she chirped when he entered, before her ears flattened at the sight of Fara. “Um, have I done something wrong?”

      “No,” he said, staring at the cabinet that contained dozens of tiny containers. “What’s this for?”

      “Tea, I imagine,” Fara said. “I’ve seen similar furniture in Pharos.”

      Sarae’s face reddened and she looked away. “Everybody else gets to be so extravagant. Vallis didn’t even notice the extra expense.”

      Rys opened several of the tiny drawers. Each had a marking in some Pharosian language on the front—he still hadn’t learned how to read any of their modern languages and his translation Gift didn’t work on written words. Inside each drawer were piles of leaves. Tea leaves.

      “There is some sort of preservation spell on the cabinet, right?” he asked.

      “It should be fine,” Sarae said. “I’ve seen this before, and it’s not like we have many enchantments on Pharos. Those are restricted to the upper echelons of the Imperial Court.”

      He ran some of the tea between his fingers and smelled it. Most were fine, but at least one was definitely losing its potency. “We can put a preservation spell or airtight seal on a cabinet, Sarae. If I don’t have the time, just ask one of the Black Sorcerers—Mave would likely appreciate the practice.”

      She might not, but the Black Sorcerers could pay at least some rent.

      “Anyway, I plan to discuss something with Imira. Come with me, unless you don’t want to meet her,” he said.

      The young fox bolted out of her office in order to keep up with him.

      Finding Mina proved annoying. She hadn’t dropped down to join them, which suggested she was presently doing her job. That meant she might be lurking in the ducts. He could tell her where to go with mindspeak, but where was the fun in that?

      Instead, he ordered the imps to boss her around and tell her to join them in his receiving room.

      By the time they arrived, Mina was already there. She glowered at him after throwing an odd look at Sarae.

      “You could have messaged me,” she said.

      “Yes, but this is more amusing.” He ruffled her hair, causing her tails and ears to flap about. Mina leaned into his touch like a puppy, uncaring about the smirk on her sister’s face.

      “I bet you’d react like this if he did it to you,” she told Sarae once he finished.

      Okay, so maybe she did care.

      Once in the room, he settled in and had the imps bring some food. The liquor cabinet here wasn’t well stocked, but there was some sake and whisky.

      There was whisky in every liquor cabinet in the palace. The Kinadain found it amusing that he and Grigor drank the stuff by the bottle and kept gifting it to him.

      “I thought you said we were meeting Imira?” Sarae asked.

      “We are. Right now,” he said, looking pointedly at Sarae. “If you’re going to pretend to be Sarae, you shouldn’t have immediately gone to her office. She’s on duty. I’ve asked her to help Mina keep an eye on the delegates whenever they leave the conference hall. She wouldn’t be cooped up in her office, going over the conference, when there are delegates in danger.”

      Mina and Fara glared at Sarae.

      But her ears and tails merely drooped, and she hung her head. “I’m sorry, Rys. I figured I might find some clues about Imira if I went through all of the recordings and…”

      “Do you have some aversion to lying?” he asked, amused at the act. “You haven’t denied—”

      The door opened and Imira walked in. Fara’s and Mina’s tails shot up and their jaws dropped.

      For a long second, Rys thought he was mistaken. Then he caught the ghost of a smirk on Sarae’s face.

      “You’re illusioned, Sarae,” he said, hiding a laugh. “Right now, you look like Imira.”

      “Oh, come on!” the fake Sarae snapped. “Can you at least pretend to be fooled?”

      Imira’s illusions vanished in the same shimmer as last time. Imira crossed her legs and glared at him. Her bust size alone proved she wasn’t Sarae.

      The real Sarae squeaked upon seeing her boss and stood there, gaping like a fish.

      “Take a seat, Sarae,” Rys said. “I don’t know how long this conversation will take.”

      “I can keep it short,” Imira said with her usual toothy grin. “Does my little foxy know what her aunt and sister are up to?”

      Mina and Fara had barely found the time to calm down after the last fright, and their tails and ears shot up again. At this rate, their tails would be pure fluffballs due to all the panicked movements.

      “I mean, I can guess,” Sarae said. “Auntie Nia asked me to keep an eye on them, but was fairly vague. Given you’re involved, that leaves few options.”

      Imira laughed. “You’re being vague, aren’t you? That’s part of why I picked you as an agent. You bullshitted so many examiners over the years. Talent only goes so far, and you never put in the practice, but you had a silver tongue.”

      “Nice that somebody thinks so.” Sarae glared at Rys.

      “Heh. I wouldn’t downplay yourself just because you can’t fool him,” the archon said. “None of the overdressed fools in the Imperial Court ever see through my illusions, but dear Rys has done it three. Fucking. Times.”

      Imira flexed her claws while glaring at him. The eyes of the other foxes focused on them, before their tails fanned out.

      “Oh, don’t react like that,” Imira said, waving her hands at the others. “Did he forget to tell you about the great massage I gave him?”

      “Raking your claws over my chest doesn’t count as a massage,” Rys said.

      “If you think that was ‘raking,’ then shall I demonstrate what I can actually do with them.” Her grin threatened violence.

      Right as Sarae seemed to settle down, as the spotlight had shifted away from her, Imira turned back to her.

      “So, give me a straight answer,” she said. “What are we about to discuss that concerns your aunt so much, hmm?”

      Sarae gulped. She looked between each person present, and nobody offered up an answer.

      Rys wondered if she would be willing to make the jump. Supposedly, Nia had cottoned onto Fara’s plan well before Fara even knew what she really wanted. If Sarae wanted to break free of her reputation and prove that she was as skilled as the rest of her family, Rys expected her to use her head.

      After taking a deep breath, Sarae focused on Mina. “Sis, are you really trying to become a havoc fox?”

      Nobody had found the opportunity to pour any liquor. Rys figured now was a great time and rose to his feet. The others watched as he pulled out several bottles of sake, gathered a tray of the small cups used for it, and returned to the table.

      He frowned at the strange looks being sent his way, then pointedly looked at Mina.

      “You realize I expected you to answer her question while I grabbed these, right?” Rys said, raising the tray into the air. “This seems like the sort of meeting that needs alcohol.”

      “You’re terrible, Rys.” Mina rolled her eyes, then focused on her sister. “Yeah, we’re trying. Or learning about what it means, to be honest. If you don’t understand why, then I don’t think I need to explain.”

      “Sis—” Sarae began to say.

      “No, she’s right. Kinda.” Imira snatched up one of the sake vessels and clacked her fingers against it. “A havoc fox transformation is a deeply personal thing. If you don’t feel the same drive as your sister, then you aren’t going to understand her no matter her reasoning.”

      “I bet it’s something dumb like wanting to offer up everything she can to Rys,” Sarae muttered.

      “What’s dumb about that?” Mina asked bitterly. “Not all of us were given everything on a silver platter.”

      “Right, because you became a spymaster out of raw talent and—”

      “Enough,” Rys said.

      How many times had he broken up arguments between these two? The infighting between the sisters seemed to be growing worse, not better.

      “You don’t regret corrupting them at all, do you?” Sarae said, eyes wide and tails fanned out as she stared at Rys. “My people despise havoc foxes. Imira isn’t tolerated, as much as she is too powerful and influential to do anything about. You’re turning them away from everything we were taught.”

      “No, Sarae, our people did that for him,” Fara said flatly. She swirled the sake in her vessel, drained it, then refilled it. “I love Rys, but I’m making this decision myself.”

      “And you would still make it even if you’d never met him?”

      Fara stared into her sake and remained silent for several long seconds. Slowly, she raised her gaze to her niece. Her ears flicked up and down, followed by her tails reaching over to brush Rys’s arm.

      “I don’t know what would have happened,” she said. “But I know things would be much worse. My place isn’t with the clan, or even in Pharos. It took me too long to realize that, but my issues were there well before I met Rys. That’s why I fled our home to begin with.”

      A clap sounded in the room. Imira held her hands together and smiled thinly.

      “Before this gets any worse, I feel I should point out that the havoc transformation can happen naturally,” she said. “The reason why the Alliance is so violently against clanless foxes is because they tend to ‘go havoc’ and become what our kin despise.”

      “Naturally…” Fara repeated. “You’re saying that there’s a way to force it?”

      “Of course. It’s a much safer method, and it’s how I became one.” Imira picked up two sake vessels and drank from both. “While the transformation has been known about since our creator began crafting the first foxes, it was only relatively recently that it became a repeatable process. Naturally, he was damned for creating it.”

      Imira’s face hardened and her claws closed around her cups.

      “Damned?” Mina asked.

      “You would have learned of him. Karrem, the great evil that the slut chief and many others sealed away nearly two centuries ago,” Imira said. “A havoc fox with eight tails and the man who made me what I am.”

      Well, that explained Imira’s motivations. Karrem had made her what she was.

      “In any case, if you want to become havoc foxes, I can help you. But it’s a personal process, and until your minds are ready for it, it won’t matter.” Imira shrugged and her grin returned. “You need to understand, going havoc isn’t about fluffing up your tails and growing some fur on your hands. It’s about centering your entire being on a single core concept that defines your very existence.”

      “That sounds the exact opposite of how you behave,” Rys said drily.

      “Cute. But I’m very centered. You just expect something controlled, because you’ve spent so much time around angels.” She made a face. “The process is a corruption of our being. That’s why I don’t look the same as a normal mystic fox. Only Karrem ever fully controlled his concept, whereas I learned to keep a leash on my… wilder side.”

      Her eyes flicked to Rys’s crotch and she licked her lips. While that didn’t explain what Imira’s concept might be, it did confirm that her interest in him was because she lacked full control over her astral concept.

      “How long will it take?” Fara asked.

      “If your mind is ready, a few weeks. Realistically, you can expect to wait years.” Imira shrugged off their annoyed expressions. “If you don’t have that level of patience, I doubt this process is for you. Learning how to control and use your twisted powers after you change will take longer.”

      “Then you can at least explain more about it,” Fara said. “So we can make our decision with eyes wide open.”

      The grilling went on for hours. Sarae nearly passed out in her chair as she kept downing sake while remaining silent. Rys excused himself to carry her to her room.

      By the time he’d finished, Mina and Fara were nowhere to be seen in the receiving room. Imira played with one of the sake bottles.

      “Aren’t you done?” he asked. “Or are you worried about Sarae?”

      “Hardly. If she causes trouble, then just stick it in her. Or kill her. Agents like her are replaceable, even if she’s amusing.” Imira didn’t even look at him and appeared distracted.

      “You’re thinking about Karrem?”

      “Oh, you think you can read my mind now?” She laughed. “No. I don’t think of him often, even after bringing him up. I’ve stood on my own two feet for longer than I knew him. Whether he’s dead or not…”

      Sighing, Imira flicked the sake bottle onto the table. It landed on its top. Rys flipped it over. While the imps would clean up, he didn’t feel the need to leave them with broken glass.

      “I want to understand what drove him to do what he did. All I’ve ever wanted was strength. Do you understand what it’s like to be in a system that has no purpose? To be pushed around by fools who merely do things the way they’ve always been done, and to have no way to change things because you don’t have the centuries of power or the secret knowledge they do?” she asked.

      “You’re describing a lot of my life in the Infernal Empire,” he said, taking a seat.

      “It amuses me that the former home of the angels became so like an empire of devils.” Imira cackled, but her face fell afterward. “It annoys me that I’m more like you than him.”

      “I wouldn’t say you’re like me at all.” But Rys knew what she was getting at.

      “Don’t play dumb. The pragmatism, the willingness to work with anyone, the raw strength you wield—you’re a man who understands why power is so important. Karrem sought knowledge and thought he could change Pharos that way. I saw him be destroyed by that bitch, and understood that the only way I could change Pharos was by becoming greater than she ever was.” Imira’s golden eyes glowed bright enough that they could serve as torches.

      “We understand the same principles, but our goals are different,” he said. “You want power for a fairly concrete reason. I want it because it’s the only way I can be free.”

      “Free…” She frowned at him. “You never really explained why you are so worried about other infernals. Given your power and history, I imagined you’d welcome them.”

      “I’m free. No Devil Queen or Malusian to boss me around,” he said. “But I’m also their key back into Harrium. Both of them surely maintain powerful networks of mortals on Gauron, and they’ll stop at nothing to force me to summon them. With my backing, they could create a new Infernal Empire.”

      Imira stared at him. Then she grinned. “Well, isn’t this exciting. I came looking for secrets and found an adventure to keep me fascinated for years or even decades. To think Liorne kept telling me how unimportant you are.”

      Given Imira’s love of casual violence and threats, Rys wondered if Liorne was keeping Imira away for other reasons. He had warned Rys against confronting Imira, after all.

      If he’d had less to offer her, would she have bothered leaving him alive?

      The archon rose to her feet, stretched her muscled limbs, and then strode toward the door. “You should return to your bedroom sooner rather than later, Ryssie. I believe there’s a gift waiting for you.”

      “Don’t call me that,” he said, a touch more heat than when he told Asa the same thing.

      Imira blinked. “Is that some sort of special pet name your succubus uses for you?”

      “Asa is the only person I permit to call me it,” he said, eyes hard. “Let’s just say that I don’t like nicknames that sound like it.”

      “So you can show anger,” she said. “I wonder what you’d be like in bed when you lose control. I’m normally not one to entertain such fantasies, but I can’t help but imagine how bestial and fiery you might be.”

      He didn’t reply. Imira sashayed out of the room.

      Internally, he rated her technique a seven out of ten. If Imira pretended to be Marin, she’d give herself away within seconds with hip movements like that. Rys added that to his list of minor details that might give Imira away.

      Then he took her advice and returned to his bedroom. Inside, he found a truly great gift.

      “Rys, don’t stare, do something,” Mina whined, looking over her shoulder at him.

      “Don’t pretend that we’re stuck like this. I can move if you roll off me, you fat-chested idiot,” Fara growled.

      The two foxes lay on his bed, completely nude. Even better, Mina was on all fours over Fara and her hefty tits crushed Fara’s smaller mounds, creating a lovely sight for him. His eyes took in their shapely asses. Mina’s tails shifted from side to side, while Fara’s rustled along the blanket.

      “You both want this, right?” he asked.

      “Less talking, more fucking, Rys,” Mina said.

      “The answer is yes, even if I didn’t plan to be smothered by Mina,” the older fox said. “Creator below, Rys, take off your pants and jump on the bed. We won’t bite.”

      “She might.” He pointed at Mina. “Hold her down.”

      “Hey!” Mina barked, right as Fara wrapped her arms around the other fox.

      Rys peeled his clothes off and climbed onto the bed. The two naked foxes were rubbing against each other as he did so, play fighting as he approached.

      The moment he got close, their tails wrapped around his body and yanked him closer. His entire world became nothing but fluff and their glistening, naked bodies. Both women smiled at him.

      “Cosy, isn’t it?” Mina said, her ears twitching as she looked over her shoulder.

      “I doubt that,” Fara drawled. “It must be damn uncomfortable to look over your shoulder the entire time.”

      “Oh, hush. I can put up with this for a little while.”

      Rys crouched behind them and pressed his hands into Mina’s ass. His hands sank into her taut flesh. She gasped, then grinned at him. Her tails curled his head. Fara’s teased his crotch, and one even tickled the very tip of his already-erect cock.

      “Somebody is very excited,” Fara said, staring at his pulsating tip.

      “And two naughty foxes are leaking all over the bed,” he said. He ran his fingers over their slits to prove a point.

      They moaned, and his digits came up wet and smelling like sex. Both of their pussies glistened as they rubbed against each other. Rys leaned forward and rubbed his tip along both of them, spreading their lips.

      “Don’t tease us,” Mina said. “Stick it in.”

      “Fuck, that feels good,” Fara said. “We’ve been waiting for so fucking long.”

      Naturally, Rys kept rubbing his cock along them. They glared at him between moans of ecstasy.

      “So, who should be first?” he asked.

      “I was first,” Fara said.

      “This was my idea,” Mina said.

      They turned their glares on each other.

      Then they moaned when he slipped a pair of fingers inside each of them, causing their ears to flatten against their heads.

      “If you can’t agree, then maybe I need to test you,” he said. “Both of you seem receptive. So let’s see which of you wants it more.”

      He pulled his fingers out, then watched as their pussies twitched and waited for their prize.

      “Rys, stop teasing us,” Fara complained. “Pick one of us, already.”

      Just for that, he rubbed his cock against her first. She gasped, then gripped the bedsheets as he pressed his tip against her entrance.

      But right before he slid inside her, he pulled back.

      Fara’s glare attempted to melt his head. His tails wrapped around legs and he briefly worried that she might turn them into pincushions and murder him.

      “You live. For now,” she muttered, then pressed her face into the bed.

      “Poor Fara,” Mina said, rubbing her entire body back and forth along the elder fox.

      That motion came to an abrupt halt as Rys repeated his earlier treatment on Mina.

      But this time, she was ready for it. Mina let out a loud moan. Her pussy poured juices all over his length and her tails wrapped around his body.

      “Oh, Rys. I’m so ready for you,” she gasped out.

      He pulled away and she grinned at him.

      “Oh, you fucking bitch,” Fara growled at the fox pinning her down. “That was so fucking fake it hurt my ears to listen to.”

      “It’s not my fault you didn’t pay attention to what Rys said.”

      “It will be your fault when I—”

      Whatever Fara was going to do would never be learned, as Rys plunged his entire cock into her pussy. She moaned as he pressed his thighs against hers, and his hands pressed against Mina’s asscheeks.

      “Aww, so you were just playing with her.” Mina pouted. “Do I get an extra long turn to make up for it?”

      “You both get extra long turns,” Rys said. “You realize that neither of you get to sleep tonight, right?”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      He didn’t stop thrusting into Fara while talking with Mina. His cock plunged into her over and over, drawing out constant moans. Fara’s eyes locked onto his and she reached out for him, but all he could do was pump into her at increasing speed.

      Mina grinned as she felt him slap against her faster and faster. “This feels great. You might be fucking Fara, but I can feel you slapping against my ass.”

      “Can you two not banter while I’m enjoying myself?” Fara moaned. “Deeper, Rys!”

      He grunted, then tried to do the impossible. His cock was already slamming into the deepest part of Fara with every thrust. Her juices coated his entire length and pooled on the bed.

      As he felt her pussy contract around him, Rys sped up. The muscles on her legs locked up right as he hit his own peak. The two of them rode their waves together, and he pumped thick shots deep inside her.

      But rather than watch it drool out of her, he immediately hilted himself in Mina.

      “Fuck, Rys!” she gasped out.

      He held onto her shoulders while railing her as fast and hard as he could. The wet slap of his thighs against her ass filled the bedroom. The tails of both foxes entangled with each other as they wrapped around him. He heard Mina’s breasts repeatedly strike Fara’s noisily.

      The two foxes made little noise other than moans. Fara continued to ride her earlier orgasm, while Mina squeaked and squealed as she was railed all the way to her own peak.

      Rys felt himself reach orgasm well before her. Thick ropes of his seed poured into her, and coated his shaft. White bubbles built up around where they were connected. Mina gasped as warmth filled her.

      But he kept pumping away, building up to another climax. Soon Mina reached her own, and he just keep slapping into her ass.

      “Coming, coming,” Mina moaned out as she stuck her ass up and rubbed her face against Fara’s tits. “I can feel your cock in me!”

      Slamming himself deep inside her, Rys allowed Mina to ride out her orgasm with him hilted in her. She smiled up at him between spasms of pleasure.

      But when he pulled out, causing a flood of white to pour out, he still didn’t stop to admire his handiwork.

      Instead, he got up and moved around to the front of the foxes. They stared at him as he pressed his length against their faces.

      “I told you that you wouldn’t sleep,” he said. “Let’s do some cleanup, then get back to it.”

      Then he slid his length down Mina’s throat. The three of them would get hours of enjoyment out of this. This was the first threesome that any of them had organized, and he would be damned if he let them waste it for him.
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      When Rys awoke in the morning, his body told him there were fewer fluffy tails wrapped around him than there should be. He couldn’t manage a true count, but he knew what it felt like to have eight or nine tails rubbing against him.

      Opening his eyes confirmed that Fara was still in bed. Her back was to him and her tails rubbing back and forth along his side and back while she slept. Rys ran his hands through her hair and watched as her ears flicked up and down in response.

      That meant Mina had gone missing. Sitting up, he failed to spot his workaholic spymaster. The ceiling duct hung open, however.

      While he sat there and idly ran his hands through Fara’s tails, his mind reached out for the castle. The sheer number of residents in the palace made it harder to track individuals, but the ducts weren’t as heavily used. Mina appeared to be moving toward him.

      After a minute, her head popped down from the duct. She didn’t notice him. Instead, she slowly lowered herself to the ground, appearing to dangle by her tails. In her hands balanced a pair of trays, one containing food and the other a pot of coffee. Magic pulsed around them and they automatically balanced on her hands.

      Given the intense focus Mina showed, Rys suspected that balancing trick was far from perfect. Even so, Mina somehow dropped down to the floor without dropping or spilling anything.

      He clapped, albeit very softly. Fara stirred next to him and smacked him in the face with her tails.

      “Mmrrmm,” she said, pressing her face against his body.

      “Oh, Rys. Morning,” Mina chirped. “I thought Fara was a morning person.”

      “Not after a late night,” Rys said. “The few times I’ve gotten her drunk, she sleeps in till noon.”

      “Damn. I guess we need to build up our stamina to match that. It’s only seven,” his spymaster said. Her hands split the food between three plates.

      Wherever Mina had gotten the food, it was fairly simple fare. Steaming hot wheat pancakes, sliced apples, some sort of rhubarb stew, and a hefty helping of cream. No honey, but that was fairly typical for the foxes. Mina had a sweeter tooth than Fara, but had made faces at the caramel made by the demihumans.

      Vallis often whined about how rarely she’d been allowed to have sweet things before, as Fara strongly objected to high quantities of them.

      Of course, Rys knew that the real way to convince the foxes to eat piles of sugar was through savory desserts. Egg tarts tended to vanish if left in the sight of the fluffier palace residents. The one time he’d pointed out how sweet they really were, Fara had actually hit him.

      Watching Mina prepare breakfast made him feel guilty, so he got out of bed and attempted to help. She batted him with her tails, then giggled at the sensation, before pushing him away.

      “Push some clothes on, Rys,” she said. “You’ll probably need to see off the Federation delegation soon.”

      “I don’t need to be dressed to eat.”

      “Yeah, but I’d like you covering up that mast of yours before I get any ideas.” Her eyes flicked toward his crotch before returning to the food. “Also, if you spill any coffee on your dick, I’m not kissing it better.”

      “And you said you couldn’t take after Fara’s sassiness,” he teased, but decided to get dressed.

      When Mina didn’t reply, he took that as a bad sign. After slipping his clothes on, he sat down behind her.

      “Mina?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.” Her tails waved at him as if to punctuate the point. “I’m just reflecting on that conversation we had earlier.”

      “The one about finding an outlet?”

      “Yeah,” she said softly.

      Mina finally finished with the plates and moved onto the coffee. Which was simple enough, as it had already been perfectly brewed by the imps. She merely poured it into mugs.

      “I don’t really know what I can use as an outlet,” she admitted. “After being with you, everything feels so much easier. Fara said I’d die when I finally had sex, and I think that might be true. I died and went to heaven.”

      “That’s horribly cliché.”

      “Oh, hush, Rys.” She shook a mug of coffee at him, nearly spilling it.

      He glared at her for nearly wasting good coffee and she stopped playing around.

      “But I mean it. Every time you take me feels as good as the first time,” she said.

      “It’s supposed to feel better,” he said. “For physical reasons.”

      Mina rolled her eyes at him. “Stop snarking at me, Rys, and listen. You said I should find an outlet so I don’t make emotional mistakes. But I struggle to think of any. My entire life has been training, or proving myself, or chafing against Sarae’s superiority, or, or…”

      “I think I get it. Have you thought of taking up a hobby?” he asked. When she glared at him, he continued, “I mean it. You probably think of my constant study as work, but it’s relaxing for me. I started as a rune-crafter, but it’s mostly a thing I do for enjoyment now. Learning esoteric magic is different to refining my infernal sorcery that I use each day. Even teasing you and the others is an outlet for me.”

      “No wonder you’re always so calm. You never stop teasing us,” Mina said.

      She’d finished preparing breakfast. Now she merely leaned against a dresser and stared at Fara, who continued to doze. Although the tossing and turning indicated the older fox would soon be awake and complaining that Rys got out of bed.

      “Anyway, it’s not a hobby that I need,” she said. “It’s you. I was so tense after meeting with Imira. She had so much to say, so much to offer, but was so threatening. Not to mention the sexual tension was so thick I wondered if she was going to start riding you mid-sentence at times.”

      “Really?” he asked.

      “Yeah, really. She’s so… wild.” Mina shook her head. “Like a beast that is only putting on the airs of being a mystic fox.”

      Rys nodded at her comparison.

      “But despite that, what I wanted most of all was you, Rys. Maybe sex, maybe a nice chat like this, or even just to be with you.” Mina stepped forth and wrapped her arms around him, before taking a deep sniff of his hair. “Fara calls you her lover in private. But that’s not enough. You’re my everything, Rys. Not just my king.”

      Rubbing his hands along Mina’s back, Rys said nothing. What was there to say?

      As much as he liked Mina, she remained his spymaster. Her attachment to him only increased her value, as it made her loyal and reliable.

      Internally, he also weighed up the risks of a spymaster that was so dedicated to him. She might take risks or make decisions on his behalf, in order to protect him. That was behavior he needed to stamp out if it cropped up.

      “I won’t say that I love you,” he said, trying not to sound as cold as the words were. “But you do matter to me, Mina.”

      “That’s alright,” she said with a smirk. “I’m not saying this to bait out some sort of false confession. If you were so weak to respond like that, I’d never have become so enraptured by you. But, Rys, I definitely plan to make you respond to me like you do Fara. Maybe even more. The two of you are definitely lovers, and I want that.” Confidence and desire flared in her eyes.

      “Well, keep that ambition burning,” he said. “It’s definitely attractive.”

      “Are you two flirting this early in the morning?” Fara interrupted, her voice groggy. “One of you needs to get back in bed. It’s too cold.”

      “Winter is months away, Fara,” Mina said.

      “And you might not live to see it if you backtalk me like that.” Fara raised her arms toward Rys and made grabby hands.

      “You realize Luara does that to me now?” he said, amused. “It doesn’t work the way you want it to.”

      “Sure it does. I want you to baby me. So get back in bed.”

      By the time Rys finally escaped his bedroom, it was well past nine. The Federation delegates were already preparing their carriages, and Kirik did his best not to make sour faces at them. Alsia made small talk with several of the demihuman representatives.

      “I wish you luck in the war,” Kirik grunted out after Rys approached him. “Don’t underestimate the League.”

      “Why do you think I held this conference to begin with?”

      “Also, while I think most of them bought into Duchess Alsia’s act, everyone noticed that your daughter was nowhere to be seen,” Kirik said with crossed arms. “It doesn’t take a genius to work out why you’re hiding her. Even if you have the excuse of protecting her.”

      Rys took the implied warning seriously. Hiding Luara didn’t prevent others from assuming she was otherkin.

      Once the League was dealt with and she had grown up a little, he’d need to seriously consider introducing her as a princess. So far, he’d remained a shadow king but that left Luara’s position in doubt. Was she Alsia’s heir or his?

      Did it even matter given Rys had no plans to die, and could stop the aging of his subordinates for a minimum of a century and a half? Lines of succession meant very little if nobody needed succeeding.

      Then again, he’d arrogantly assumed that in the past. If he got sealed away again, maybe a daughter with enough power might be enough to shorten the length of time he was dead to the world. If that was his plan, then he might want more children.

      Somehow, this felt like a plan he’d already had. If so, it had failed pretty miserably, or he’d never put it into action.

      Despite the departure of the Federation’s delegates, the remaining guests chose to stay a little longer. Maria’s planned events likely kept them interested.

      Or maybe it was the extravagance available to them. Welnham had told Rys that this was something that couldn’t be experienced elsewhere on the archipelago. If so, he’d need to up his game the next time he held a conference or major event.

      If they had been wowed by this pathetic of a display, Rys needed to show them true largesse.

      Things took a turn for the strange on the third day after the conference, however. Most of Tarmouth’s merchants were preparing to leave, as they wanted to visit trade partners. They planned to split up at Anceston, apparently.

      But none of that mattered right now. What did matter was the deeply concerned expression on Vallis’s face as she burst into his office.

      “Rys, my sending device has been going off for an hour now,” she said. “Graem says the Malus League are trying to reach us.”

      So much for finishing his paperwork and then relaxing in his atelier for the afternoon. Rys followed Vallis to her office.

      “You didn’t answer?” he asked as they walked.

      “Nobody should be able to connect to it, Rys. The damn thing is encrypted and I don’t share my protocol signature,” she said, throwing a dark look his way. “I’m worried somebody breached our communications.”

      “It’s just a dumb box, Vallis,” he said. “It’s highly unlikely they’ve breached sending encryption and finding a device’s signature is fairly easy. I worked out how to do it within weeks of learning about them.”

      Vallis’s expression didn’t ease up.

      “Fine. I’ll ask Mina to look into it,” he said. “Or maybe I’ll ask Welnham for a favor. I understand Tarmouth helped set up a lot of the sending towers in the archipelago, given they facilitate trade and communications.”

      Most of the sending towers dated back to the original colonization by Gauron, and had been progressively updated as newer magitech arrived. While sending devices didn’t usually rely on sending towers, Rys strongly suspected they were the weak point. A public network that transmitted every sending it received was an easier target than individual devices.

      Inside Vallis’s office, they found Tyrisa, Maeve, and Graem standing around the viceroy’s desk. Vallis shut the doors behind them, then followed Rys.

      “So?” he asked.

      Graem stroked his beard. “There’s no way to know who it is. But they’re persistent. The connection attempt has been constant. Could there be any harm in talking to them?”

      “While there are devils who can manipulate you with their voice, the Gifts are usually weak and are reliant on magic,” Rys explained. “The devices are only reproducing the original sound. They can’t reproduce a Gift.”

      Maybe if astral power was involved. Rys wondered what would happen if an angel spoke the angelic tongue through a sending device? Would it still be heard in the original language of the listener?

      “Then let’s see who is on the other end,” Maeve said, her helmet firmly in place and voice artificially modified.

      She reached out and accepted the connection on the device. Within moments, a familiar voice came through.

      “Ah, I’d wondered how many hours it would take,” Maliah Jyarvic said. “Tell me, is King Talarys there? Or do I need to wait for you to fetch him?”
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      “What do you want, Maliah?” Rys asked.

      Crackling noises emanated from the device. Paper shuffling? Rys pulled up a chair while he waited for an answer, but everyone else simply stood around wringing their hands and looking nervous.

      “One might begin to think you can predict the future,” Maliah said, the undercurrent of a chuckle in his voice. “You somehow led that… queen to our meeting spot without being detected and even had plans for Grishaw’s summoning.”

      Had he? Rys had reacted on the spot.

      But to Maliah, it must be easier to believe that his trump card had been defeated due to planning, instead of a mistake.

      “I prefer to deal in the present, rather than uncertainties,” Rys said. “Is this just a friendly chat? Did you feel left out?”

      “How could I not? You invited everyone else to your little tea party but there wasn’t even a polite letter to inform me that I wasn’t welcome.” Maliah’s tone darkened. “I feel you’re overlooking things, Rys.”

      “Such as?”

      “The Malus League’s power is far greater than what I showed you that night. My offer remains open—our wisdom and power, but dissolved into your country and charismatic leadership.”

      Rys laughed. “You flatter me.”

      “It’s not flattery. If I could smooth talk other rulers the way you have, things would never have come to this. Elias would still be here, and I would be well on the way to achieving my true objective.” Maliah’s voice became wistful.

      Looking behind himself, Rys saw Graem glaring at the device. The grim visage of the elder sorcerer reminded Rys of the story he’d been told of Maliah’s past.

      It also reminded Rys of what he’d learned about Tarmouth’s mage towers and their connections to Gauron.

      Between Grigor’s warning, Imira’s assistance, and the direct links between mage towers across Harrium, Rys’s homeland appeared to be the greatest threat by far. Somehow, he knew that they’d intervene before all was said and done.

      “When we spoke last time, your offer was contingent on killing Queen Faeris. Well, that and learning about infernal pacts, but I’m certain you no longer need that knowledge. You asked an old friend of mine for it, after all,” Rys said.

      Silence. Maliah appeared taken aback.

      But Rys waited patiently. He was fishing, and he didn’t know if Maliah had taken the bait or was waiting for Rys to react prematurely.

      “A friend,” Maliah said quietly. “I’m surprised your connections to Hell run so deep that you can identify the source of our knowledge. Knowledge devil summonings prevent them from revealing what they communicated, and to whom.”

      “Darus is the talkative sort, and like I said, we go back. And it’s not like you have a surplus of mages capable of summoning her.”

      Once again, seconds passed without a reply. Rys continued to wait.

      “Varian never told me precisely who he summoned. Oh, I see his recent allies, but the source of it all…” Maliah sighed. “Elias once told me of the Darus Twins and the damage they did long ago. That Varian is so desperate that he’d go back to them after the ritual she taught them backfired horribly.”

      “Yes, that sounds like the sort of thing they’d do,” Rys said. “Knowledge devils pride themselves on deceiving power-hungry mortals. There’s a rather infamous ritual that destroys the caster’s soul, and it still claimed many lives despite that infamy.”

      “The Mortonin Rapture,” Maliah said. “I’ve read many accounts of it claiming powerful mages during the Golden Age. This is precisely why I believe magic must be furthered by human hands, not those of divine beings and their whims.”

      “Says the man threatening me with the power of said divine beings.”

      “And I’d prefer not to hear that from an infernalist such as yourself.” The archwarlock chuckled. “But then, I’ve heard that you avoid summoning methods such as Varian’s. Something about preferring to maintain control?”

      Rys shot a look at Vallis, who frowned at him.

      Of course, Vallis hadn’t been present during the conference. Nobody here had been. Maliah’s words were lost on them.

      Because they were a clear reference to Rys’s explanation to the conference attendees about the different methods of infernal summoning. Maliah had somebody on the inside, or had been fed information by attendees.

      While Rys’s primary suspicion centered on the Federation delegates, anybody could be the source. That was precisely why he’d tasked Mina and Sarae to keep an eye on everyone when they weren’t in the conference hall, and why everything had been recorded.

      No doubt they’d root out the rat, but when?

      He used mindspeak to tell Mina and left it to her to sort out.

      “Pacts and temporary summonings are crude and dangerous. You saw as much when I negotiated with Grishaw the moment we met. A bound devil wouldn’t dare to openly conduct business in front of their master,” Rys told Maliah.

      “Ah, that’s an interesting caveat. ‘In front of their master’ is so specific that you seem aware of the whims of your servants.”

      “Like you said, Maliah, it’s better to rely on human hands,” Rys replied. “My hands, specifically.”

      A clicking sound came across the device. Maliah then said, “The more we talk, the more I realize that we don’t disagree on many matters. I’d prefer not to rely on roundabout and risky schemes such as the one Varian is working on. We both are men of magic, and have risen far above our peers in our research. I don’t even disagree with your approach to nation-building, although I question if you’re sincere about the demihumans.”

      “I don’t really care about race,” Rys said. “When you work with as many as I have, you begin to understand that the difference between them is power and status. After the Infernal Empire fell, its former subjects became the oppressors themselves. Now? Look at yourself, Maliah. I have countless recordings of the squalid conditions of the demihuman slaves you keep.”

      Infernals had delighted themselves with the corruption they spread throughout the mortal races in the Empire. They created classes and infighting by design. Elves were the favored of the devils, while dwarves were considered an industrial underclass by them. At the bottom of the rung had been humanity, struggling through the muck hurled at them by those above.

      Rys’s life would have ended ignominiously if Lacrissa had never taken an interest in him. He had run a well-known smithy and possessed talent few others had. But all that had allowed him to do was compete with the forges of the elves and dwarves.

      Lacrissa had found him fascinating because he had been a human capable of crafting non-human runes. But if a customer wanted those runes, couldn’t they just go to the forge of that race? The elves even specialized in combining the runes of different races, because they saw themselves as the glue that tied the mortals of the Empire together.

      “Perhaps,” Maliah said, his tone surprisingly thoughtful. “But you never saw the aftermath of the war. Years of wanton destruction, and countless mages and knights scattered and lost. The demihumans might seem weak now, after a century of intoxication with foreign ideals, but the land itself bore the scars of that woman.”

      “Morai. You’ve met her?” Rys asked.

      “Only once. Before Tarmouth, before Gorgria—the League brought together many of the lost souls abandoned here by their nations. The Saints wanted confirmation that I wouldn’t rise up and start yet another great war.”

      “That clearly worked out for them,” Rys said drily.

      Maliah chuckled. “Well, I refused a spiritual contract out of principle. They lost interest in me soon enough and turned inward. It’s not as though they care what happens to nations forged by other foreigners.”

      “You’ve still ended up doing what you apparently hated.”

      “Graem has told you my background, has he?” A chuckle. “Perhaps. But I am a mage and my goal is immensely difficult. If I want to have the power to defeat Taren Hand, overthrow his corrupt ideals, and even destroy the Inquisition that—”

      Rys tuned him out. Not out of dislike, but to avoid any feelings of sympathy.

      Maliah had used that keyword: power. Like Imira, the archwarlock’s desires were born from struggle against a system he felt had wronged him. Rys understood him all too well.

      But where both Maliah and Imira never forgot the feelings of anger and betrayal toward their homes, and were driven by them, Rys had come to terms with them.

      Maybe Liorne had been right to imply he’d been swallowed up by the Empire. Duar had left Rys with his legacy, and that seemed truer than ever.

      Perhaps it was time to embrace it?

      “Maliah, I assume this chat has a purpose other than eliciting sympathy,” Rys interrupted. “Or feelings of loneliness.”

      “Of course.” Maliah’s tone became businesslike. “Despite what happened last time, I want you to consider my offer. In fact, you might find yourself thinking about it more than usual in the days to come.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Hardly. The League is hardly in a position to attack you.”

      Rys froze. Maliah had chosen some oddly specific words there.

      If the League couldn’t attack, who could? The archwarlock had implied that Varian might be operating independently.

      “I see. I’m afraid that any conditions you might impose are a non-starter,” Rys said. “But I look forward to continuing this conversation in your tower… let’s say, next year?”

      “Bold,” Maliah growled, before laughing. “Do take care, Rys. It would be a shame to lose a chance to reshape the archipelago.”

      The sending device disconnected and hummed. Rys reached out and switched it off, then sat in silence for several seconds.

      “Rys, I don’t want to interrupt, but—” Vallis said, running her words together.

      “I understood Maliah’s words. What’s happened?”

      “The sending towers are down. I can’t contact Port Mayfield or any of our forts. Only Anceston is in range,” she said.

      “I doubt that’s connected to how Maliah contacted us, but the towers must have been active until he ended the sending.” Rys stood and turned to the others. “Lock down the palace. Stop the Tarmouth merchants from leaving, but don’t explain the full details to anyone other than Welnham.”

      “This is war,” Graem said.

      “No, this is just a battle. Of what sort, I don’t know, but I’d rather not be caught unprepared,” he said. “Keep an eye out for any troublemakers on the inside.”

      He strode out of the office, his mind already reaching out to his subordinates. Asa, Mina, and Sarae needed to refocus their attention. Grigor and Fred could prepare the defense. Alsia and Maria were to pull the delegates together, in order to minimize the likelihood of internal disruption.

      Then something occurred to Rys and he ordered Grigor to the sub-levels.

      Asa caught up to him before he made it there himself.

      “I’m told this is the second time your enemies have infiltrated your territory,” she said with a smirk. “Seems you have some intelligence holes.”

      “Given the foxes were caught off guard, I think the explanation is simpler. The League can teleport.”

      “Sure, but don’t they use magitech for that? Somebody smuggled it in.”

      He bit the inside of his cheek as he descended the stairs to the lowest sub-level, before turning toward his protected research chambers.

      “How has Mina split up her agents?” he asked Asa.

      “The Haunts are in the League. She’s using the succubi to play defense, because the League mages are on the lookout for them,” she answered.

      “It would be pretty daring for the succubi to undermine Mina like this, after doing it before,” Rys mused. “I expect I might be replacing at least one of them.”

      “Maybe they received a better offer?”

      “Then they’re dumber than they look.” He shook his head. “I’ll deal with potential betrayal later. This would be crossing the line, as I explicitly ordered them not to mess around during the conference. And don’t give me a smartass comment about how the conference is over.”

      “They’re green as shit, Rys. The baby succubi probably think this is fine, unaware that I’m going to rip their spine out their ass for it.” Asa laughed at her crude comment.

      Grigor awaited them in a large chamber. His eyes ran over the three summoning circles in here, but he stood in front of one engraved with his name. Not his true name, of course. Rys would never dare to write that down anywhere.

      “I am already summoned, Rys. What is this for?” the demon prince asked.

      “A promotion. Get in the circle, Grigor. This will take an hour or more. I’m going to be finalizing a few things while I conduct the ritual,” Rys said.

      As Rys’s trusted subordinate, Grigor didn’t question him and stood in the center of the circle. After a few minutes, he sat down.

      “You know, I recognize the other name here,” Asa said. “Demon Lord Huin is one of Ariel’s pet demon lords, even though he pales in comparison to Araunth.”

      “I do not know of him,” Grigor said. “A young one?”

      “Nah, but he doesn’t like appearing in public. He’s a Bausfrahr that got smacked around in the Great War like four centuries back.”

      “Darus mentioned that war. I haven’t bothered to look into it,” Rys said while beginning his final preparations. “Somebody defeated Kushan, then got crushed themselves?”

      Asa snorted, then hovered in the air. Her legs dangled above Rys as she floated back and forth above him. “I mean, yeah. But that’s skipping a lot of context. Some humans got their hands on astral power, then predictably went nuts and tried to conquer Gauron. Everyone kicked their teeth in, and Ariel even lent some infernals in order to get some revenge on them.”

      Maliah talked of scars on the archipelago, but Rys began to understand what Welnham meant by ‘scraps of centuries past.’ The amount of destruction that had been wrought on the continent prevented any major powers from forming.

      Kushan had risen, then fallen. His successors had done the same. The mages had gone through some Golden Age, until that, too, had ended. And then the shadowbeasts had done in the upper half of Gauron.

      Would Rys become the next would-be conqueror in the cycle? If so, how did he plan to avoid failing like the rest? As weakened as Gauron might be, it sounded as if there were pockets of genuine power. Not to mention Azrael still remained active.

      Then he blinked and asked Asa, “Predictably went nuts?”

      “Mortals aren’t supposed to wrangle with souls, Rys. We fucked you up good and proper with infernal energies, but imagine a human trying to control an astral concept.” She frowned at him. “Your tyke seems pretty stable, but I hear the whispers from the servants about otherkin. There might be good reason they’re feared.”

      “Morai seemed fine,” he said. “And Imira… well, she was bestial but still controlled herself. Luara will merely need a guiding hand.”

      Asa didn’t reply. Evidently she disagreed.

      The ritual eventually finished with the traditional flash of red light and shadow. Grigor stood in the center of it. He still had the same height, the same build, and the same mask and axe. From his silhouette, nothing had changed.

      Save for the fine red lines that crisscrossed his body, plus the overwhelming magical power roiling off him. After several seconds, Grigor reined in his newfound strength.

      “This isn’t my power,” he said, clenching and unclenching an enormous fist.

      “No. The ritual effectively summons the essence of one infernal into another. Huin was the donor, and you’re the recipient,” Rys said.

      “Did you ask him nicely before stealing his greater replacement Gift?” Asa asked with a low cackle. “Damn, Rys, you probably killed Huin by taking that. After he got blown apart by astral power in the Great War, his Gift misfired and he got stuck looking like a zombie demon that got stitched back together. I bet he fell apart in Hell.”

      “So long as Grigor doesn’t get banished, the empowerment ritual remains active even if the donor dies,” Rys said. “Fortunately, this Gift should help prevent that.”

      Grigor ignored them, focused on his own body. He gripped his axe with one hand.

      Then he brought it down on his other arm, slicing it clean off just below the elbow.

      “Fucking shit, Grigs!” Asa screamed. “Warn us before you chop yourself up next time. It looks fucking awful.”

      The newly promoted demon lord ignored her and instead raised his bleeding stub.

      Formerly bleeding stub. The wound barely had a second to ooze before an afterimage of his severed limb reappeared over it. Moments later, Grigor flexed his hand, which looked identical to the limb disintegrating into prismatic light on the floor.

      He turned to Rys and solemnly placed that arm over his chest. “Thank you, Rys. Words cannot express what this means to me.”

      “It’s been a long time coming,” Rys said. “I can’t hand out Gifts like infernals, but so long as you’re with me, I can do the next best thing. You’re now a demon lord, Grigor. The power you exuded earlier proved it.”

      “Indeed. I will not let you down, General.”

      “Just call me Rys, Grigor. You’ve more than earned that right.”

      Grigor’s dim eyes suggested he had no plans to follow through on that, but he remained silent.

      Instead, he turned and looked at the other ritual circles. “Who are these for?”

      “Right now, Terry and Margrim. I’ll repurpose your circle for Taras now that I know it works.” Rys scratched the back of his neck. “I planned to use Terry as the original test, but given the circumstances…”

      “I see,” Grigor murmured. “As always, you continue your trend of rewarding those who follow you. Perhaps this may serve as an inspiration—and a lesson—to those whose loyalty may waver with the coming war.”

      Honestly, Rys hadn’t even thought of that. Grigor had a point that the potential to be gifted immense power would inspire his infernals, however. Most had hard limits. Vallis had grilled Rys over them two years ago, after Margrim and Terry had risked their lives protecting her.

      To Rys, his subordinates had earned the additional strength. More than that, it engendered further loyalty and tied them to him forever. His binding is what granted them the power—if they turned on him, he could cancel the summoning ritual and they’d be as weak as they had been before.

      Experimental as it was, Rys knew why he had devoted so much time and effort to this before being sealed away. If he refined it and allowed it to be used en masse, Hell would be turned upside down. The gap between those on Harrium and those in Hell would be wider than ever.

      The three of them left the sub-levels. As they entered the central courtyard of the palace, Mina’s voice entered his head.

      “Rys, you should come to the walls,” she said. “I’m sure you know why.”

      He did exactly that, and both infernals accompanied him.

      Up on the walls, he found his three foxes plus Alsia, Vallis, and Graem. Margrim stood on a lower section of wall nearby, chewing on a cigarette while bossing around the soldiers and infernals around them. Maeve was mysteriously missing, but a quick sending confirmed she was protecting their guests inside the palace.

      “I don’t see anything,” Rys said upon arriving.

      “If I didn’t contact you until they were at our walls, I’d be a pretty shit spymaster, wouldn’t I?” Mina said. “Although I’m pissed that we missed this to begin with.”

      “We’ll talk about that later. Is there anything leftover from my earlier orders?”

      Mina shook her head, but glanced at Vallis.

      “The delegates are remaining calm, but they definitely know we’re under attack,” his viceroy told him. “None of them can contact home using sendings, and I think the foxes can sense them.”

      “Only the older ones,” Fara corrected. “Liorne and Kirin are damn good enforcers. With six-tails, they can easily sense disturbances from miles away. I don’t think they can teleport inside the palace, however.”

      “If they can, then I’ve made a fatal error in our defenses,” Rys said. “Ask them. We might need to patch up the hole before the League lays siege.”

      Everyone looked at each other, causing him to frown.

      “This is the League, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Um, that depends on how you define the League,” Mina said. “Because right now it looks like a sprawling army of demons and undead.”

      Of fucking course. Rys had forgotten that much of the League’s strength came from dangerous summons. His first battle with them had involved undead, and then they’d attempted to use infernals.

      Combining the two was a no-brainer.

      “I’d ask for numbers, but I think I can already sense them,” he said.

      “Hundreds of them,” Mina said anyway. “Maybe even a thousand.”

      “I’d say a thousand,” Sarae said. “They’re almost all lesser demons, though. It looks more like the sort of demonic horde I was taught about during my training to become an agent.”

      “Noble demons are supposed to be rare,” Fara said, smirking at Rys. “You don’t look concerned.”

      “Like Sarae said, this is a fairly typical horde.” He shrugged at the looks thrown his way, particularly from Vallis and Alsia. “As the League proved in the Battle of Lapisloch, lesser demons can be easily banished with powerful magic. And that’s something we have in spades.”

      Over an hour passed without incident. They remained atop the walls, and the flurry of activity below them never ceased. Soldiers ran across the battlements, checking the condition of defenses, topping up supplies and ammunition, and deploying to planned positions.

      At some point, Grigor gave the order to activate the defensive barrier. A gleaming golden dome of light appeared around the palace, eerily reminiscent of the one that had protected the Last Retreat.

      “I wanted red,” Rys said, frowning up at the magical barrier.

      “Do you have any idea how much these cost, Rys?” Vallis asked. “And how much more the versions that can change the color cost?”

      “I’m a king. If I want red—”

      “Then you can conjure up some gold bars and buy them yourself. Barriers are gold, Rys. It’s how magic works,” she said.

      Fara and Asa snickered, while many of the others stared at Vallis in shock.

      “What? I run the budget,” she said.

      “I feel like your viceroy has forgotten the hierarchy,” Alsia said.

      “If I didn’t want advice, I’d tell her,” Rys said, hiding his amusement at Vallis’s reaction.

      No doubt it was the stress that caused her to be meaner than usual, but her growing confidence warmed his fossilized heart.

      Finally, the enemy came into sight. A thousand demons sounded and looked menacing when they moved in a mass, and that’s how they arrived. A surly, angry red horde with bestial appearances. Their roaring and crowing echoed across the grounds.

      Few of the soldiers seemed worried, however. Exposure to much larger demons might have increased their confidence. Fred had the physical mass of the entire enemy army combined, for one thing.

      What did concern Rys were the “undead” he’d been told about.

      “Those aren’t undead,” he said, horror building in his stomach. “What are the fuck are those things?”

      Shambling husks of humans and demihumans gave off the appearance of zombies, but one important aspect set them apart.

      Every orifice and scar in their bodies roared with a blue light. Cracks like volcanic fissures lined their skin, giving them the appearance of living statues that had been cracked open to reveal the magical energy inside them.

      “Test subjects,” Graem said, closing his eyes. “Both Varian and Maliah are practitioners of human enchantment. Not every attempt goes well.”

      Rys looked at Graem. The old mage’s eye glowed with the same blue light as the husks, and he had wielded a similar magic when they had battled nearly two years ago.

      “Maliah’s?” Rys asked.

      “Doubtful. He usually disposed of any failures and hasn’t been actively researching the topic since the first war against Tarmouth,” Graem said. “His focus has been on magical artifacts.”

      Well, that made Rys feel a little better about Maliah. Even if Graem’s words suggested that the archwarlock had produced similar results. These monsters were produced by Varian, then.

      Somehow, the monstrosities reminded him of the Labyrinth. Maybe it was how inhuman they looked.

      The other person Rys recalled was Kauros. The archdevil had been involved in many of the Empire’s worst experiments. But rather than test subjects, Kauros would intentionally make weapons like this.

      Rys was pulled from his thoughts by the appearance of a flying figure above the army. He wore a puffy coat and a white suit, and looked more like a clown than a general.

      “Denizens of Kavolara and subjects of General Talarys,” the clown boomed, using magic to project his voice, “the time has come for your demise. As a royal subject of Her Majesty, the Devil Queen herself, I promise all of you a horrifically painful and excruciating death.”
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      “Of course it had to be the fucking clown,” Asa moaned. “Didn’t expect him to show his ugly fucking mug, though. He’s one of Ariel’s spymasters—a royal devil called Tephrys.”

      “Err, Rys, do infernal spymasters usually lead armies? Just checking.” Mina smiled uneasily.

      “Not usually, but royal devils can be awfully arrogant,” Rys said.

      “Can I fly down there and punch that arrogance out of him?” Asa asked.

      “Given he has three Arcas devils standing below him, only go if you don’t plan to do anything for a decade or two.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be good.” She stuck her tongue out at him.

      Little had changed since Tephrys’s pronouncement. While murmurs ran through Rys’s army, they had plenty of infernals of their own. Rys saw more than a few soldiers glancing between Grigor and the smaller infernals below them.

      “Call me crazy, Rys, but he has a lot of demons and no commanders,” Fara said.

      “The devils are the commanders,” Grigor rumbled. “They use noble demons as officers, and eschew demon princes. Typically, only Ariel’s handmaidens have their own demon princes, and lords control their own courts. It would be problematic if an ordinary royal devil could control the court of another infernal.”

      “Problematic?” Alsia asked. “But what about Rys? He doesn’t seem to care.”

      “Malusian’s hierarchy works differently,” Rys said. “Ariel is the actual queen, and needs to maintain the nobility. Malusian is the usurper—almost a rebellion, even—and can break rules. He centralized his power in his generals, and we oversaw countless satellite courts.”

      “One of those methods sounds more effective than the other,” she replied.

      “Like I said, Ariel needed to be a queen while Malusian was a rebellious tyrant. The flipside is that her courts are far vaster, and her royal devils greatly outnumber Malusian’s. After we deal with Tephrys, she’ll be down two spymasters and probably won’t even notice. Whereas losing Lacrissa or important members of her inner circle would be crippling to Malusian.”

      While they carried on with their conversation, some of those present began to grow increasingly nervous. They wore their emotions on their sleeves and tapped their feet against the stonework.

      “This is great and all,” Sarae said. “But has everyone forgotten that this isn’t a lecture? There’s a massive fucking demonic army out there! Can we focus?”

      Fara and Mina smirked, although worry shined in the younger fox’s eyes.

      “If Rys isn’t worried, then it should be fine.” Fara frowned. “Why aren’t you worried, by the way? Blind faith is great, but sometimes it’s better to know the reasons.”

      He gestured at the army in front of them. Although it had been a mass of seething demons minutes ago, that feeling of density had already broken.

      The demons began to spread out across the forest and hills that lay to the palace’s west and south. They had approached from the western road, and stuck to that side. While many of the demons eyed the higher terrain to the north of the palace, they avoided it.

      What was clear as the enemy spread out was how few of them there really were. A thousand demons is a lot, but Rys’s palace was large. The reason he had been unable to construct two layers of walls was because the first wall was long enough already, and he needed the land for expansion and mustering.

      “Tephrys might be powerful, but he doesn’t have the numbers to hold a proper siege,” Rys said. “This is a decapitation strike, intended to quickly shatter our defenses and take me out. We have plenty of supplies and they can’t reliably prevent us from escaping, particularly if we use teleportation.”

      “Indeed,” Grigor said. “Time is on our side. I have already sent word to our forces elsewhere in the duchy and contacted my elites in Avolar. They will muster nearby and return to the palace via the Labyrinth. Tephrys has days to defeat us, or else he will be overwhelmed.”

      “That’s a lot of confidence we can defeat him,” Vallis said darkly. “I mean, he’s a royal devil, right? How powerful is he compared to you guys if he stands next to the Devil Queen herself?”

      Rys looked at Asa, then at Grigor. They both chuckled, causing Vallis to flush.

      “Asa was a royal devil, and still counts as one in terms of power,” Rys said. “If Tephrys didn’t have Arcas devils to protect him, I’d let her fly out there and rip his head off.”

      “Punch his head off,” Asa corrected.

      “And while Grigor would normally be substantially weaker, he’s not anymore. Tephrys might be more powerful—”

      “He is,” Grigor said. “I understand he relies heavily on infernal sorcery rather than Gifts. Clown or not, he can rain death upon us by his lonesome.”

      Well, Rys had a solution for enemies that relied too heavily on sorcery of any stripe.

      “My point is, Tephrys has numbers, while we have quality,” Rys finished.

      “You said something to that effect during the conference,” Fara noted. “I think I understand it better now. Although I’ll feel better after we defeat a thousand demons.”

      As would everyone. The enemy didn’t attack immediately, instead spreading out and forming large groups. There seemed to be some difficulty getting the husks and demons in the right spots.

      Rys assumed Tephrys had some sort of predetermined battleplan. More devils showed themselves as the demons thinned out. His opponent eschewed the most common devils used by mages, namely the Ashen.

      In their place were roughly thirty pudgy, middle-aged humans wearing mockeries of mage robes. An amateur might assume they were the mages responsible for the infernals, but Rys knew better. They were nighthorrors, a species of devil similar to Ashen, but with a focus on darkness-based infernal sorcery.

      The Ashen were more powerful, but nighthorrors had versatility. Illusions, short-range teleportation, and short-range offensive magic.

      Several Lilim gathered in a group far away from the main army. Rys planned to capture them and bind them, saving him the effort of summoning them. Failing that, Asa could simply splatter them all within a few seconds and deprive Tephrys of healing.

      Accompanying the Arcas devils were a pair of female elves. One had skin so pale she looked anemic, while the other had olive skin. Neither wore much in the way of clothes.

      Then again, they weren’t mortal. Both of them were Furies, a relatively rare species of infernal with incredible control over a base element. Theories had been crafted that elementals—the race—had been created based on Furies, but Rys suspected the opposite.

      If he had to evaluate his enemy’s strength, it would be focused on the noble devils surrounding Tephrys.

      He said as much to his strategy cabinet, which remained atop the walls as the sun fell without any action. Alsia had returned to the palace to calm the staff and look after Luara. Vallis did the same, but focused on communicating with her subordinates and managing the kingdom. Even without sendings, mindspeak allowed her to remain operational.

      A fact that annoyed Rys. He rather liked sendings, and the fact he continued to be tied to mindspeak bothered him. If his succubi were actively sabotaging him or Mina, then they couldn’t be relied on as mindspeak relays.

      “I understand that his noble devils are dangerous, but do we have enough to withstand him if he attacks?” Fara asked. She had a mug of tea in one hand while surveying the forest.

      “Fred, Grigor, and Asa are more powerful than any one of his noble devils,” Rys said. “Although the Arcas devils might be a danger to Fred if they know what they’re doing. His replacement Gift can’t keep up with their power output, even if he could probably crush them like bugs.”

      “What about Freisa?”

      “No,” Grigor said. “Her role is clear—protect little Luara and the palace.”

      In that order, Rys imagined. He had ordered Vallis and Maria to hunker down with Luara so that Freisa could protect all of them at once.

      “Honestly, if I used Freisa, this would be too easy,” Rys said. “But that’s a risk in and of itself. She’s powerful enough that even if Tephrys used some sort of trick to get past us, I trust that she can stop him. Or at least slow him down so we can catch up.”

      Freisa was one step shy of immortal and had immense power, even if she was too stupid to use it.

      “What about the rest of us?” Mina asked, the gleam in her eyes making her intentions clear.

      “You are going to be a good spymaster and stay in the palace,” Rys said, causing her tails to plummet to the ground. He looked at Fara, Sarae, and Mina. “Of the three of you, only Fara has the power and training to stand on the same battlefield as an Arcas devil.”

      “Specific,” Fara said.

      “I mean, if you can’t handle an Arcas devil, you shouldn’t be tangoing with the big boys and girls,” Asa said between gulps of whiskey. She had a tall glass full of it, but seemed unaffected. “Most of them are weak little shits that fling around explosive amounts of power.”

      “And Freisa?”

      “Like Krisanem, she’s a freak. But what makes all of them dangerous is that they punch above their weight for a reason. You either match their blows or weather them. Because they will hit you, and you’ll die if you can’t do either. It doesn’t matter that a stiff wind can blow them away, because their job is to kill you and die trying.”

      “You mean or—Oh.” Sarae’s eyes widened as she understood what Asa meant.

      Fara’s tails waved back and forth as she looked around.

      There wasn’t much to see. The defenders had done everything they could. As the sun’s rays faded, magical lamps automatically came on across the grounds and the walls. Several of the delegates stood on the palace grounds, muttering to each other as they attempted to see through solid stone walls.

      Most of the mystic fox attendees were present. Liorne, Nia, and that mysterious gold-tailed fox kept their silence. Rys believed that Fara had referred to the gold-tailed one as Kirin earlier.

      If they assisted in the defense, Rys would have no apprehensions about what was to come. But he refused to show weakness during such a major political event.

      Imira had stayed hidden for exactly that reason. If Rys asked her or Liorne for help defending his palace, it would undermine the front he’d presented them.

      The time to separate arrogance from confidence had arrived. Rys needed to walk the talk.

      “So, if the noble devils are so dangerous, are we going to focus on them?” Fara asked, pulling him from his thoughts.

      Rys shook his head. “We can’t. The reason his demonic horde isn’t threatening is because we have enough powerful infernals to negate his advantage. Look at how prematurely they’ve spread out.” He gestured to the thin lines of demons and magical husks. “I’m certain Tephrys has some way to break the barrier. Once the sun falls, he’ll take it out and then send his horde in.”

      Everyone listened intently, aware that Rys was about to explain the order of battle.

      “If we don’t spread out and push back against his forces, they’ll overrun the walls and threaten the palace,” he continued. “At a minimum, that means assigning Fred, our mages, and all the common devils to wall defense. But I also want you there, Grigor.”

      The demon lord nodded while leaning on his axe.

      “And what about us?” Fara asked. “Mina and Sarae will be inside, but both myself and Alsia have accompanied you into the Labyrinth.”

      Rys hesitated.

      “Don’t you dare, Rys,” Fara hissed.

      “No, you’re fine,” he said. “You’ve proven that you can handle yourself and avoid overcommitting. It’s Alsia I’m worried about. Given her position, I can imagine that Tephrys might take a cheap shot at her. I don’t know if she could survive it.”

      “You can’t mollycoddle everyone, Ryssie.” Asa elbowed him in the side and elicited a return glare. “If she’s your duchess, maybe let her choose what she’ll do.”

      Fair point. He raised an open palm to the others before contacting Alsia over sending. Her reply was almost instant.

      “She’s staying with Luara,” Rys said. “Maria told her about my orders to her, and I think Alsia realized I’m worried about our daughter.”

      If Alsia wanted to play mama bear, then Rys had no concerns at all. It would assuage her worries and his at the same time.

      “So, it’s just me and Asa with you,” Fara said. “What about Liorne? Or Welnham? And you haven’t brought up Graem or Mave.”

      “Welnham’s a researcher and a sincere ally. I don’t want him anywhere near the battlefield. Graem and Mave are strong, but that’s why I want them helping Grigor. As for Liorne…” He paused, then explained his concerns.

      Fara nodded, but bit her lip. “I hate this sort of politicking, Rys. But I trust you. Just never try it on me.”

      “You’ve made it clear that you intend to stay by my side. If you ever can’t, then that’s a hurdle we’ll need to overcome,” he said.

      “It’s a hurdle I have to overcome as well,” Mina said. “Which is why I’ll try to hunt down little miss archon while you’re busy. But before I go, what happens when they attack, Rys? The barrier goes boom, the demons roll in, we push them back with our superior demons”—she patted Grigor on the arm while she spoke—“but then what?”

      “Duh,” Asa drawled. “Tephrys flies in and tries to blow Ryssie’s head off. He’ll have five noble devils with him. That’s a fucking lot of power in one group, even if Rys was at full strength.”

      “I’d obliterate them at full power,” he said.

      “Oh, I know. But you’d have to pull off one of your cooler tricks. I fucking love seeing you go all out. Can’t wait until you remember your army-vaporizing spells.” She winked at him.

      Fara narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re using yourself as bait.”

      Damn. She’d seen through his plan.

      Nodding, Rys explained, “I can handle Tephrys with a little wind-up. But he won’t attempt the decapitation part of his decapitation strike if he doesn’t think he can get away with it. So I need to appear weak enough that he’ll attack me, but keep enough of you nearby that his minions can’t overwhelm me.”

      Fara’s tails shot up and she looked at the group around her. Then she pointed at herself questioningly.

      “Yup. That’s you, bodyguard fox.” Asa laughed as Fara’s tails and ears flattened. “You asked for this, didn’t you? Time to kick some devil ass for Rys. I’ll join you for a nice, long fuck afterward.”

      “I’ll be good with a nice, long bath with Rys, thanks,” Fara said.

      “That works for me too.” Asa smirked.

      As the strategy meeting came to a natural conclusion, Mina and Sarae slipped away. Most of the delegates retreated.

      But Liorne, Nia, and Kirin remained where they had been earlier. Welnham contacted Rys using sending, and agreed to remain with the other delegates after a brief exchange.

      There was only one woman who disliked Rys’s plans. Faeris argued with him for several long minutes, even as her royal knights physically prevented her from leaving the palace itself. Maeve lurked in the foyer, leaning against a wall and listening in while in full armor.

      “I can handle myself,” she snapped while wrestling with her guards. Given her strength, Rys suspected she wasn’t trying too hard.

      “Tephrys has been summoned with a pact. I can guarantee that part of his contract involves killing you,” Rys said coldly. “Stay inside, preferably near Freisa and my duchesses.”

      “Rys—”

      “No. We’re allies, and this isn’t a request. If you die, the entire conference has been meaningless. Stop being an adventurer and start being a queen.”

      Maeve straightened up in response to Rys’s verbal assault on Faeris. The queen herself snapped upright and glared at him.

      “I’ve never stopped being a queen,” she hissed.

      “Prove it. Right now, your royal knights are telling you the same thing I am. Gorgria doesn’t need you to go out there and die. Rulers rule. We get to prance about and hit things with a pointy thing when it’s less important.”

      “I’d believe you if you weren’t risking your own life,” she said.

      “The difference is that my influence is predicated on being a powerful sorcerer lord. And remind me again who banished a demon lord?” he asked, crossing his arms.

      Faeris cursed again, then retreated inside. Her knights followed, save her captain.

      “Thank you, King Talarys,” he said, bowing deeply. He looked back at the departing queen and waited several long seconds, before adding, “Your recent words and company for Her Majesty has been invaluable. I haven’t seen her this alive since I started serving her.”

      Then the captain followed his queen into the palace. He nodded at Maeve on his way.

      Maeve stepped up to Rys’s side. “Those were some fiery words. Did you mean them?”

      “I mean everything I say.”

      A long pause. “That was a joke, wasn’t it?”

      “Me? Joke?” Rys grinned. “I’m a very serious person. I’d never.”

      Maeve let out a long suffering sigh. “She needed that. I doubt anyone she respects has told her the things she needs to hear, instead of smiling and nodding, or attempting to get into her pants.”

      “She’s tried a lot of times to get into mine,” Rys admitted. “But I need her as an ally, not a playmate.”

      “Good. I don’t know if I’ve told you this before, but I respect that about you. While you do have many women, it’s hard to call you a womanizer. It’s a strange line, but one that I understand after being around you for so long.” Maeve gave one final nod before heading to the walls.

      Rys watched her go, amused at how obvious she had been lately. If there were any doubts about her identity, they had vanished in his mind.

      But he did wonder if he should give some of the same harsh advice to Maeve later.

      The sun vanished below the horizon and darkness descended. Roars and yelling escaped the enemy army for hours, before suddenly a surge of magic built up around Tephrys.

      The royal devil pointed a finger at the golden barrier keeping him out of the palace.

      “Showtime,” Tephrys said, his voice echoing across the entire battlefield.

      Then the barrier exploded into thousands of shards of light, which then disintegrated into magical energy within seconds. The roars of the demons became deafening as they charged the palace walls.
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      Magic roared between both sides as Tephrys’s horde surged toward the walls.

      The defenders hurled blasts of hellfire and torrents of magical lances. Demons were disintegrated or turned into gory messes, but they kept coming. Some charged forward even with missing limbs or chunks taken out of their bodies.

      As they didn’t rely on internal organs, demons could keep chugging until the magical connection to their body failed and they were banished or killed. Rys’s demons were capable of the same, but he tended to rely on it less. Literal horde tactics weren’t his forte.

      The husks seemed to be as sturdy as the demons. They ignored practically everything thrown at them, until they suddenly collapsed in a blaze of blue flames and prismatic light.

      Many of the enemies shimmered out of existence as magic crashed into them. Tucked away in the safety of the forest, the nighthorrors worked their illusions. A thousand demons and husks became two thousand, and the defenders could only hurl more magic into the fray.

      Arrows and ballista bolts rained down as well, but had far less of an effect. A noble demon strode above his much smaller subordinates, completely uncaring about the dozens of arrows sticking out of his bare chest or the ballista bolt piercing his spine.

      Rys’s defenders never stopped, however. They had been forewarned about the attack on the barrier. There were only a few hundred of them, including Alsia’s elite bodyguards and the few dozen infernals stationed in the palace. Each of them held strong. Many bellowed jeers and insults at the invading demons.

      Ordinarily, they wouldn’t waste their breath. But Rys supposed exposure to friendly infernals had caused his soldiers to recognize demons as people too. Some of the insults were quite creative.

      Rys really wanted to know who had thought to call the demons the forsaken offspring of an imp and an incubus. It showed some seriously warped thinking and probably would cause some serious trauma to the surviving demons.

      Despite the onslaught of magic pouring down on them, the enemy reached the walls. Hardly surprising, given how fast demons ran and the sheer number of them. The husks trailed farther behind.

      Even so, the demons roared in triumph as they prepared to scale the walls. Their height prevented even the noble demon officers from leaping atop them. The noble devils probably could, but they remained far behind, well out of reach of most spells.

      Whatever cheer the lesser demons felt evaporated within seconds. They leaped against the outer surface of the wall again and again, only to find their claws scraping away. Their bodies fell onto the ground or their waiting brethren. Sometimes, hellfire followed them down, killing them before they had a chance to stand up again.

      The sloped steel plates that Rys had installed on the exterior of the wall worked like magic. Which made sense, as they contained magic.

      More and more demons fell as they struggled to sink their claws into the walls. Their attempts to knock down the stonework with hammer blows failed entirely. Grigor or Fred might be a threat to the wall, but no random noble demon had a chance.

      Despite this failure, Tephrys remained floating where he had always been. His noble devils grew antsy as they watched the assault founder. Even so, they obeyed their master.

      “Are you sure I can’t go beat up some Lilim?” Asa asked, her eyes fixed on the handful of lesser succubi lurking in the forest.

      The ferocity of Rys’s defense meant the Lilim had little to do. Even if a demon made it to the wall, getting back was even harder. They were picked off if they tried.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “Tephrys has more up his sleeve.”

      “He better show off a magic trick soon,” Fara said. “His horde is becoming less horde-like with every passing minute.”

      She was right, of course. Rys briefly wondered if he’d made a mistake by sending both Grigor and Fred away. The Black Sorcerers, palace battlemages, and Ashen were making short work of the enemy.

      But if the demons somehow breached or scaled the wall, everything would change in an instant.

      As if reading his mind, the enemy Arcas devils drew their weapons. Two of them carried large broadswords, while another had a pair of dagger. They grinned and shot across the battlefield.

      The red glow along their swords told Rys what was about to happen.

      “The walls are about to be breached,” he told Grigor over mindspeak. “Tephrys is deploying his Arcas devils.”

      “I shall try to fell one,” came the reply.

      Sadly, the Arcas devils didn’t hang around long enough for Grigor to take his shot. Two of them beelined for a piece of wall without any powerful defenders and slammed their swords into it.

      Rubble exploded everywhere and a plume of dust prevented Rys from seeing the chaos. While the wounded shouted in fear, Grigor and Fred stayed on top of things with mindspeak. The defenders were already reorienting and preparing to plug the breach.

      Rys’s own demons roared from their posts outside the palace. As the enemy cleared the rubble, they were met by much more experienced demons, including noble demons. Terry led the counterattack and his blows sent lesser demons flying. The husks began to join in the enemy’s attack, but added little to the fray.

      Fred lurched over to help, his lance glowing with fury. His belly did the same and an enemy officer mysteriously vanished after the fat demon prince got his hands on him.

      Another explosion sounded elsewhere, and Rys watched as Grigor crashed into the cloud of dust. His silhouette glowed with the blue light of his new power.

      His axe slammed into the ground and soon the breach wasn’t much of a breach. The screams of dying demons echoed in Rys’s ears as Grigor’s earth spike Gift turned their bodies into pincushions.

      But the Arcas devils were already sprinting away with their immense speed. Their job was done.

      The demonic horde lurched toward the openings and the onslaught of magic and hellfire quietened. It was time for the defenders to reposition and repel the demons spilling onto the palace grounds.

      “I’d say it’s about time.” Rys watched Tephrys with crossed arms.

      He had remained atop the same tower as earlier, along with Asa and Fara. While everyone else battled demons, they had nothing to do.

      Maybe that made things too obvious to Tephrys? The royal devil refused to make a move. He looked almost bored.

      “Maybe I should take some pot shots,” Rys thought aloud, raising an arm and summoning hellfire in it. “Do you think that would antagonize him?”

      “The fire Fury will block them,” Asa said, sounding as bored as Tephrys looked.

      “The hell she will. My balls are conceptual.”

      Asa and Fara snorted, and Rys realized what he had said.

      “My balls of hellfire,” he corrected.

      “Do you need help putting them out?” Fara asked.

      “Of for fuck’s—” Rys cut himself off and simply hurled the fiery ball of destruction at Tephrys.

      As Asa predicted, the fire Fury drew on her own Gift and attempted to take control of his hellfire. Magic coiled around his hellfire and Rys felt the threads of it being tugged at by another power.

      He frowned. Fire Furies were the supreme users of hellfire. If anyone could stop his magic, it was them.

      The ball of hellfire slammed into Tephrys, causing him to jump several feet higher in the air. Magic pulsed from his body and turned the hellfire into prismatic light. But the damage had been done.

      Tephrys’s puffy coat had a huge blackened hole in it, and part of his white coat looked closer to charcoal.

      The royal devil’s face screwed up in a look for pure rage that only the pompously arrogant could manage. Rys held back a grin.

      When Tephrys pointed a finger at Rys, he responded by summoning his own barrier. This one was blood red, like good barriers should be.

      Tephrys’s spell turned it into shards of light. Rys merely summoned another. Gritting his teeth, Tephrys lowered his arm.

      Then, finally, the royal devil took the bait. He began floating toward Rys, and his five noble devils charged ahead.

      Now that he was closing in, Rys began preparing the ritual he planned to win the fight with. A pair of concentric ritual circles appeared below his body, but he had enough power to maintain it and cast another spell at the same time.

      “I’ll wear your fox’s skin as my next suit, and I’m sure Her Majesty will adore it,” Tephrys shouted as he floated closer.

      “He’s pissed,” Fara noted.

      “Fashion is taken very seriously in Hell,” Rys said, looking pointedly at Asa.

      She hit him in the arm, and he knew it would bruise.

      The Furies reached them first. These were the devils that Rys had feared the most. One had control over hellfire that rivaled his own, and the other could freeze rivers and dry up lakes. Furies weren’t to be trifled with.

      Fara’s tails snapped off a complex array she’d been holding onto, and blazing ribbons of her blue fire appeared around the water Fury. At the same time, Asa blinked toward the fire Fury.

      Flames exploded above the tower as the Furies responded with their own magic.

      Asa’s fist crashed into a shield of hellfire, which then attempted to consume her body. She soared backward. Her arm smoked but she looked fine. The fire Fury attempted to change that fact with more hellfire.

      In Fara’s case, water cannoned out from her target in an attempt to absorb the magic in her blue fire. It succeeded, but Fara had more fire ready in time.

      “Get away,” Rys said. “You need to focus on your target.”

      “Rys—”

      “Now. They’re almost here,” he said.

      Before Fara could move, the Arcas devils leaped atop the tower. Tephrys laughed, then summoned a crackling lance of lightning above his head.

      Then the royal devil’s head snapped backward and he nearly plummeted from the sky. The Arcas devils blinked, then jumped off the tower. The places where they had stood exploded with shards of stone.

      Three foxes stood behind Rys, their tails still moving as they cast more arrays. Liorne, Nia, and the gold-tailed enforcer joined the fray.

      “We’ll discuss repayment later,” Liorne said.

      “I thought you said the archon and the Emperor wouldn’t stand for the rise of demon lords,” Rys said.

      “This is the strangest demon lord I’ve ever seen.”

      Touche.

      Despite his words, Liorne and the other foxes pressed the fight against the Furies. Rys used sendings to tell them to leave an opening for Tephrys. This trick wouldn’t work without one.

      Plus, the Furies were still ramping up. The fire one had turned into a tornado of hellfire that Liorne and Asa struggled to contain, while the other foxes attempted to melt their way through an endlessly regenerating barrier of ice protecting the other.

      The Arcas devils returned before Tephrys. Their blades glowed with readied infernal blows.

      Rys unhooked his axe and charged it with his own. It glowed an unholy red and black from the combined magic of his strength Gift and the infernal blow. His free hand glowed with hellfire.

      Each Arcas came at him one at a time. His axe collided with the sword of the first. Both spells went off at once, but his was far stronger. She spiraled away in a shower of gore as her arm disintegrated.

      The next came from the opposite side an instant later. Rys’s hellfire greeted her. The infernal blow nearly overwhelmed him, but her power ran out first. As she stumbled, he grabbed her.

      Just in time for the last Arcas devil. Her twin daggers came right for his face, intent on vaporizing it. He tried to step back, but she was too fast.

      His axe deflected the first, but the blast nearly broke his arm clean off. Only the perfect runes he’d inscribed into the axe prevented him from losing his limb.

      As the second dagger descended, he shoved the second Arcas devil in the way. He barely made it. The dagger glanced off her side.

      That was enough. The blow blew her torso apart, showering both of them with blood and gore.

      Rys rolled away while the final Arcas leaped backward. If she’d followed through, she might have had him. But they were so used to being glass cannons that hit and run tactics were ingrained into them.

      Pumping regenerative magic into his broken arm, Rys rose to his feet. The Arcas gritted her teeth and raised her daggers again. Somehow, the first one also got up and recovered her sword.

      “Oh, come on!” Tephrys shouted as he finally returned. “There were three of you. How are you losing? He’s just one pissy little mortal with an overblown reputation.”

      “If I’m so weak, kill me yourself,” Rys said. He looked down and confirmed he remained inside his ritual circle.

      “Well, mortals do have a saying about this sort of thing.” Tephrys began to descend. “If you want a job done well, do it yourself.”

      Rys grinned at the royal devil as he finally hovered over the tower itself. “They have another nice saying, you know.”

      “Oh?”

      “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”

      And with those words, Rys activated his Absolute Disruption ritual.
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      Twice. He’d gotten away with this trick twice against the same faction. Fucking amazing.

      The instant Rys’s spell activated, Tephrys fell to the ground. The ice barrier around the water Fury vanished, along with the tornado of flames protecting the fire Fury. Hellfire and illusions projected across the entire battlefield winked out. Asa screamed as she dropped to the ground far below.

      She’d be fine, Rys told himself. Asa was a sturdy girl.

      True to form, she leaped right back up a second later, looking furious.

      “You fucking ass, you turned off infernalism again!” she screamed.

      “You what?” Tephrys’s eyes practically popped out of his skull. “That’s cheating.”

      “This isn’t Hell,” Rys said. “Welcome to actual battle.”

      Right as he said that, the Furies screamed in pain. Both of them had been in pitched battle and were predictably killed the moment their protective sorcery was stripped away.

      Tephrys continued to look around with a stupefied expression. He looked at the Arcas devils, who stared at their weapons in turn.

      “What are you waiting for? Kill him,” Tephrys ordered. “He’s turned his own magic off. What good is a sorcerer without spells?”

      Both Arcas devils blinked. By this point, they had definitely realized that they couldn’t use infernal blow.

      Even so, the healthier one grinned and charged him. Absolute Disruption didn’t work against internalized magic such as physical empowerment, so she remained as fast as ever.

      But that was true for Rys as well. His strength Gift remained active, and the magic power granting him immense physical strength and speed hadn’t vanished.

      He snapped his axe upward. The Arcas barely had time to blink before his gleaming black axe cleaved her head off.

      Naturally, the other Arcas decided she didn’t care that much about Tephrys’s orders. She pretended to be deaf and hoped nobody killed her.

      Fine by Rys. He grinned at the royal devil.

      “You’re forgetting I’m a lot more than a sorcerer,” he told Tephrys.

      Then he leaped forward.

      Tephrys raised his arms and caught Rys by the wrists. The devil grunted and struggled to hold him back.

      Rys laughed in his face. “Really? You know absolutely nothing about me, do you? Did Ariel send you here to die?”

      “My queen sent me here to prove a point. You’re a waste of her time. A relic of a past we no longer need,” Tephrys said, thinking he was still holding Rys back. “I’ll mount your head above my throne then summon my leading lady to see how pointless it was to care about you.”

      Care? So Ariel was after him. Presumably to be summoned to Harrium.

      Rys stopped playing around and broke Tephrys’s hold. His strength Gift made it trivial.

      As the royal devil stumbled backward, the other fighters surrounded him. Asa and the foxes prepared to end this.

      A wave of magic shattered their spells. Rys felt his Absolute Disruption collapse as a wave of intense magical energy rippled through both the astral and magical planes. He cursed and leaped backward.

      Tephrys roared and unleashed a blast of lightning. The tower erupted with light and everyone scattered.

      By the time it cleared, Tephrys had returned to the sky. His face was red and his clothes were ruined. He glared down at Rys.

      “I shall kill you another day, lost general,” the royal devil declared.

      “Today’s a good day,” Rys said. “Why don’t you come down here and try it.”

      While he taunted the devil, Rys scanned his surroundings. Within moments, he spotted the source of the magical blast.

      A towering field of blue light stood nearly twenty feet tall in the forest. It was roughly oval-shaped, rippled like water, and emitted constant waves of magical disruption. From passing familiarity with Graem’s research, Rys recognized it.

      “A teleportation portal,” he breathed out.

      Then he realized how unstable it was. If it collapsed it could take out the palace, defenses be damned. There was enough raw magical energy in the thing to threaten even Argran.

      Rys swore then began casting another Absolute Disruption ritual, this one targeted at ordinary sorcery. He needed to knock that portal out, and fast, before it collapsed and took everyone with it.

      “Rys, look!” Fara shouted, pointing at the portal.

      He nearly snapped at her, but he looked anyway.

      At the base of the portal stood a human-sized figure clad in black armor. A porcelain mask protected his face and a cape shrouded everything else.

      Based on Graem’s description, this had to be Varian.

      And immediately, that feeling of the man sent shivers down Rys’s spine. There was something distinctly off about the man’s magical presence. He exuded magic in a way not dissimilar to a worldstone.

      Or to be more precise, he was basically a huge emitter of magical energy. There was no way any human could generate that much energy by themselves, no matter how heavily enchanted they might be. Their body would collapse instantly. What even was Varian?

      Tephrys rocketed across the battlefield and vanished into the portal. Varian quickly followed. Before Rys could even finish his spell, the portal closed as quickly as it had appeared.

      Was that it? The great sorcerer had appeared only to rescue his pacted devil? Where were his great spells?

      Graem had sold Varian as an immensely powerful and capable mage. While Rys had felt his power, he didn’t see it, outside the portal.

      Although that portal did explain how Tephrys’s army had arrived.

      “Well, if that’s over with, I’m beating up some Lilim,” Asa declared, before flying off.

      Fara and the foxes quickly disarmed the surviving Arcas, who happily surrendered. Rys bound her without any fuss, but his mind was elsewhere.

      The few surviving demons and common devils weren’t of interest to him, so he had them tracked down and banished. Although he bound the Lilim before Asa did anything too serious.

      What truly occupied his mind was Varian.

      The man had proved he could have intervened at any point, or even brought the Malus League’s army to Rys’s doorstep. If he’d done that, this battle would have been instantly lost.

      But he hadn’t. Something was awry in the League, and Varian was neck deep in it.

      For now, Rys accepted his victory, frustrating as it was. War with the Malus League had officially begun.
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      Kirik arrived the next morning. The battlefield was still a sight of carnage as he rode around on horseback, taking it all in.

      “If you can stop a direct assault on your palace, I wonder if you even need an alliance,” the Fire Saint said when Rys came out to greet him.

      “The League still has its armies and mages. This was only a fraction of their strength.”

      “Really?” Kirik’s mustache shifted in doubt. “Well, I feel less troubled that I couldn’t do anything at least. If anything, I feel more concerned about what happens after you win.”

      Then he left.

      Rys supposed it was a good thing that the Saint had felt the need to return. It meant that he’d convinced others that the League were the true threat, and the appearance of a royal devil in the middle of Kavolara had only proven Rys right.

      Inside the palace, the leaders of the delegations had gathered in the conference hall once again. An impromptu fourth day of the conference had already begun.

      “If they can strike here, they can strike anywhere,” Welnham said. “The only reason we held Maliah back a decade ago was because he couldn’t hold onto a beachhead. If he can conjure portals at the drop of a hat, it changes everything.”

      “I didn’t see Maliah or any of his mages there,” Faeris said, her head in one palm. “Even cooped up as I was, I could tell that something wasn’t right. That man wouldn’t miss a chance to personally taunt me before killing me.”

      Rys held back a frown as he rounded the table and took his seat. The long table looked far too large with only a half-dozen people sitting around it.

      Welnham, Faeris, and Liorne were here, representing the other members of the anti-League alliance. As this was Rys’s palace, Vallis, Maria, and Alsia were also present. The other delegates remained under Mina’s watchful eye as they puttered about the building.

      “Indeed. This was a powerful assault, but far less than I expected from a nation of the League’s caliber,” Liorne said. “The intelligence reports I read suggested they have one of the largest armies in the archipelago, and more mage-knights than any of you. If they can mass-produce magical equipment, why wouldn’t they use it?”

      Rys looked around for Graem. The old mage was nowhere to be seen.

      As such, he summoned him with a sending. Rys wanted a hunch tested.

      “This argument won’t go anywhere,” Rys said, redirecting the discussion. “My point was proven. The League attacked with a royal devil and multiple noble devils. I’m certain that Varian has created a pact, given he showed himself to protect Tephrys at the end of the battle.”

      “Why, though?” Liorne asked. “Couldn’t he just pact another devil like when you defeated Grishaw?”

      “Ariel might consider losing one of her minions misfortune. But two? I doubt she’d willingly back a mage that careless or incompetent. Word must already be spreading throughout Hell now that two of her spymasters have gone missing.” Rys drummed his fingers on the table. “Pacts usually don’t require the parties to protect the other, but maybe Varian knows this is his last chance.”

      “Can you trace him?” Vallis asked abruptly. “Everyone felt that big boom of magic when the portal opened. It rattled the wards on the control room.”

      Rys blinked, while the external attendees feigned disinterest.

      They were in the control room? Then again, it was the most secure chamber in the palace. Rys wondered whose idea it had been to hole up in it.

      He also wondered how it had reacted to Luara’s presence, given her connection to him.

      “We should be able to,” Rys said. “The magic from the portal still lingers where it appeared outside the palace. My guess is we’ll find similar traces where Tephrys first appeared in the region. It’s only a matter of tracking that to somewhere else in the archipelago.”

      “I suppose that’s where I come in.” Liorne smiled. “Mystic foxes excel at detection and tracking, and my clan is primarily about intelligence.”

      “I could tell with the way you took out those Furies last night,” Rys drawled.

      “Is that what they’re called?” The fox let out a hum. “Tell me, are there any infernals you don’t know of?”

      “Plenty. New species and unique strains appear all the time. Ariel can create new Gifts at the drop of a hat.”

      The others nodded, while Liorne merely stared at him.

      “I’ll be more direct, then,” Liorne said. “That devil called you ‘lost general.’ Why? I’m not so old that my hearing has deteriorated, and he also implied that the Devil Queen was interested in you specifically.”

      Well, shit. Time for Rys to play his trump card.

      “I already explained this to Archon Imira, but—”

      “Don’t bullshit me,” Liorne said.

      “No, I really did. She snuck in with your delegation and has been rifling through my offices ever since.” Rys said. When Liorne continued to glare at him, Rys continued, “Rather wild personality, long claws, fur on the back of her hands, glowing golden eyes, knows a much older—”

      “Enough. I don’t need to hear the last part,” Liorne snapped, then ran a hand over his face. A long suffering sigh escaped him. “Of course she came. She seemed almost overly disinterested, and I thought she might have lost interest in you after my previous report. I’m such a fool.”

      Heh. It seemed Imira was something of a thorn in Liorne’s side. Rys took great amusement from that fact.

      “Anyway, like I said, I explained to her that Ariel’s interest in me is that of greed. I’m a powerful summoner. She’s an infernal who once ruled all of Gauron. Put the two together and…” Rys spread his arms wide.

      “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      Welnham nodded, his face paling.

      “If it helps, I have zero intentions of ever serving her. If I wanted to, I could pact with her, but you’ll notice there is a dearth of supremely powerful devil queens strutting about the place,” Rys said.

      Then again, maybe Ariel had something more permanent in mind. She definitely knew the dangers of pacts. Any forged with her would eventually spiral out of control, no matter how well-crafted the contract might be.

      “It’s out of my hands, I suppose. Imira didn’t kill you,” Liorne said bluntly.

      “Do you usually make judgments based on whether an archon did or didn’t kill somebody?” Welnham asked. “Because I’m less assuaged by this revelation.”

      “If she felt that our summoner friend here was going to bring back the Devil Queen, there’s zero chance he’d be alive. Her role is to protect Pharos from external threats, and that’s an even greater one than this royal devil that King Talarys can already defeat.”

      Stroking his beard, the grand magister remained silent. His thoughtful look made it clear that what he had heard might make its way back to Gauron, however.

      Win or lose, Rys might face a reckoning from the powerful mages on the continents. His thoughts turned once again to Maliah’s opposition to them.

      Defeating Maliah had powerful short-term benefits, but long-term?

      Graem entered the room, interrupting Rys’s thoughts.

      “Oh, you’re here,” Rys said, waving Graem to a seat. “I think you know everyone.”

      Despite that, there was a round of introductions. Graem sat down and looked pointedly at Rys.

      “We had a debate about why the League didn’t invade earlier,” Rys said, communicating with sending at the same time.

      What he couldn’t say aloud to Graem was that he wanted to keep their contact with Maliah secret. If there really was a gulf between the two mages leading the League, then Rys didn’t want anyone else to know of it.

      So he told Graem this over a sending.

      “The portal felt unstable to me, but you’re the expert here,” Rys continued after issuing the sending. “Is it possible the reason Tephrys only attacked with infernals and those husks is that humans couldn’t use the portal?”

      Graem frowned and narrowed his one good eye. “Portals are normally quite unstable—I never felt comfortable using them. Varian did use his at the end, but he’s an exception. The magic in his body is even greater than mine. Even if the portal was a threat to humans, he might survive it.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “It’s plausible,” the old mage admitted. “I don’t have the slightest clue how Varian created the portal, however. It felt as though he was tearing apart the fabric of reality itself, and the world didn’t appreciate it. Portals usually involve much finer magical manipulation. This was like he had punched a hole in space itself.”

      “That sounds as if you don’t plan on replicating his technique,” Rys said, hiding his disappointment.

      Graem shook his head, and Rys didn’t miss the looks of relief on Liorne’s and Welnham’s faces.

      “That potentially answers one mystery,” Faeris said. “But I don’t care about that. What I care about is what we do next. The League struck first. They saw us gathering together and attacked while they thought they could take out multiple leaders at once.”

      “It definitely smacks of Maliah’s arrogance,” Welnham admitted. “You aren’t suggesting we respond in kind?”

      “He won’t be expecting it,” she said.

      “That’s because it’s a dumb idea, Faeris,” Rys said, leaning his head on one hand in mimicry of her earlier appearance. “You do remember that we’re in the middle of fall, right?”

      “There are months before the first snowfalls are anticipated—”

      “Anticipated being the keyword,” he interrupted. “None of us are ready to invade a country the size of the League. Half my army is in Avolar and needs to sail south. Tarmouth hasn’t mustered its forces, let alone its fleet. And I doubt even you can mount a landing this quickly. By the time we gather our armies and attack, the chill will already be setting in and we’ll be nowhere near New Ahm.”

      “At least take Gravuskeep. If we forge beachheads, Maliah will be on the backfoot.”

      Faeris might be many things—and one of those was astoundingly beautiful—but a brilliant strategist was not one of them. Rys sincerely hoped her royal knights planned her invasion for her.

      The others didn’t intervene, even if they clearly disagreed with Faeris. Instead, they watched Rys intently. This was between monarchs.

      “No, he’ll have our armies in his territory, where he has great supply lines and a pacted royal devil. Our soldiers will be sitting ducks,” Rys said. “As predictable as an assault in spring might be, the entire point of allying to destroy the League is that they can’t match the power we’ll all bring against them. We don’t need surprise, we need organized armies that aren’t going to have their supply lines frozen out.”

      Faeris glared at him. No doubt she recalled last night, when he had openly admonished her in front of her knights.

      This time, he fell short of doing that. Insulting her in front of faction representatives might permanently harm their relationship, unless Faeris turned out to be another Maria.

      As it was, she clicked her tongue and changed the subject, “Then let’s talk about our plan of attack in spring. After what we saw, we must remain committed.”

      The day wound on, and Rys left much of the talking to Vallis and his duchesses. They handled the day-to-day affairs of the kingdom, after all.

      By the afternoon, he had slipped into his war room. Freisa had set up shop with Luara here, as usual.

      Or maybe he should say that Luara had dragged Freisa here. His daughter seemed drawn to this room, which in turn caused Rys to spend more time here. She banged some carved wooden miniatures together. The foxes had apparently whittled them while staying here and left them as gifts.

      Rys passed his time with the countless reports he had on the League and slowly set up the map table for the coming war.

      The door opened and Alsia stepped in. Her eyes locked onto Rys and the figures on the table, causing her to beeline toward him. Her tail swished rapidly behind her, as she finally had time to spend in private with him after days of pretending to be distant.

      Luara looked up from her toys and saw her mother.

      “Papa! Papa!” she shrieked, shooting to her feet. Her face twisted in some adorable mockery of rage while her hands turned two of the figurines into wood dust.

      Freisa rocketed into the air in response to the panicked cries of her ward, knocking over a table and platter of food. Power pulsated through the room as she activated her Gifts and the runes in her gargantuan sword. Her eyes ran across the room. She scanned for a threat.

      Then she locked onto Alsia, who Luara was screaming at. Freisa raised her sword and focused her Gifts.

      Alsia fell into a defensive stance—albeit not one she should have known.

      “Stop!” Rys roared.

      The room froze, although Freisa remained only an instant away from blowing the room—and Alsia—apart. Luara looked at her father with wide eyes.

      “Imira, return to your actual appearance,” he said.

      The fake Alsia shimmered, then transformed into a much larger havoc fox. Imira’s trademark grin was nowhere to be seen, and a scowl took its place.

      She raised her hands in surrender toward Freisa, who looked between Rys and the fox, as if awaiting orders.

      “You can return to your food, Freisa.” Then he frowned at the carnage she had created, and used a sending to order the servants to bring more. “I’ve asked for more to be brought.”

      “Thank you, master,” Freisa said as she dropped to the ground, then sat down at a different table.

      Luara’s face became stony and she raised her arms at him. Given this was the most emotional he’d ever seen her, Rys played along. He walked over and picked her up, letting her settle into his arms. She didn’t make any noise, but merely cuddled up against him.

      “I recommend not doing that again,” Rys told Imira as he returned to the map table.

      “Yes.” She said, very slowly approaching them. “I’ve kept my distance before, but it seems like father, like daughter. Except she can see through my illusions without even trying. Quite the monster.”

      Luara made a noise in response, and it wasn’t a nice one.

      “I figured that would be a compliment given the residents of the palace,” Imira said.

      After rolling his eyes, Rys walked in a circle with Luara until the servants arrived. They stared at the havoc fox in shock, but quickly deposited the food and cleaned up the mess.

      Despite Luara’s pouty look, he then sent her and Freisa to another part of the palace.

      Given Imira’s usual behavior, he didn’t want to overexpose his daughter to her. She’d learn plenty about this sort of thing from Asa and the Lilim over the coming years.

      Rys might be a father, but he wasn’t naïve. A man known as the Incubus King had zero chance of raising an innocent daughter. But he could at least delay the inevitable.

      “You didn’t show yourself last night,” he said, circling back around the table.

      Imira followed him. “I assumed a manly king like yourself could handle a few measly demons and their questionably suited controller. Was I wrong?”

      “I feel your idea of manliness may be somewhat skewed,” he said. “Because I feel I might be the only eligible candidate on Harrium.”

      “Perhaps you are.” She pressed herself against his side and her puffball tails curled around him.

      Rys became encased in the clouds themselves. That’s what this felt and looked like. If he leaned back and let go, would he float away on their fluffy goodness?

      Somehow, he resisted the urge. Imira’s claws deftly undid the buttons of his shirt while she hummed a tune.

      “What are you after today?” he asked, gently pushing her hands away.

      She ignored his attempts. His shirt fell open and her claws ran over his chest and muscled abdomen. Her eyes raked his form and she licked her lips.

      “I figured we should have a nice, long… talk.” She giggled at the last word, and a single claw hooked the top of his pants.

      “Uh huh. Did my manliness impress you that much?”

      “Maybe.” She ignored his pants and crotch, returning to his chest. “You don’t scar, do you?”

      “Infernal regeneration is about completely replacing the injured body part. Not to mention that my body isn’t exactly human.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      He explained what Lacrissa had done to him. By the end of the explanation, Imira’s teeth bit into her lip and she looked away. Her claws had stopped caressing him.

      “Well, you certainly have some stories, don’t you?” she whispered, then sighed. “I thought I’d be able to brag about what the havoc fox transformation does. This fur of mine extends further than my hands, you know? I’m still more humanoid in appearance than not, but there’s a price to be paid for embracing my bestial side.”

      “Your personality is because of the transformation, isn’t it?”

      “You mean my wild mood swings?” Imira hooked her claws under his chin. “Oh, yes. Like I said, I’m centered on a single concept. But sometimes it tries to overtake me and force me to put others beneath me, or to recognize them.” Her hot breath ran over his cheek as she leaned close to him. “The reactive side of me says I should kill you, but the rational side tells me that you might be the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “I take it you’re willing to find out?” he asked, remaining perfectly still.

      Imira pulled away from him. She hopped up onto the map table, careful not to disturb any of the figures atop it. Her claws tapped against the wooden frame.

      “Of course,” she said. “I’m more than a beast, and I’m more than my instincts. That’s what my kin fail to understand. If all we are is a bundle of instincts, emotions, and gut reactions, then we’d have never built civilizations or conquered continents.”

      That “we” felt like it encompassed much more than mystic foxes. Rys listened silently.

      “I’m capable of doing what they’re afraid of—what they’re too weak to allow themselves to even consider. In the end, I’ll reshape Pharos to become something that their pathetic minds cannot imagine.” Imira glared into the distance, then she suddenly snapped her toward him. “Which is why I want to make a deal.”

      “We already have a deal.”

      “A better deal. I crush these pathetic mages to the south and help you with this seal problem of yours, then we sail off to Pharos and build something far grander than this palace of shit.” She gestured around her.

      “I’m sorry, but this is a palace built atop shit,” he corrected. “Get it right.”

      Imira laughed, but one set of claws settled on his shoulder. “Fair enough. You are capable of doing great things with nothing, and among nothing. Why not join me and do great things among greatness? You could be the Emperor of Pharos? Not a Shadow Emperor, but the true one, with a grand harem sprawled at your feet drawn from the entire continent.”

      “You seem confident that won’t happen without your help.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “There’s a fine line between arrogance and confidence. You seem to have sprinted across it.”

      Rys met her gaze steadily. “Given what happened last night, I’d say I proved which side I’m on.”

      Her claws dug into him. Seconds passed.

      “That’s a no, then?” she asked.

      “If I tell you my real answer, you’ll probably rip my head off,” he said.

      “Oh, I’m thinking about it anyway.” But she removed her hand and placed them behind her back. “Tell me. I can imagine, but I want to hear it. You’ve proven that you might be the real deal, and not some pretender. It’s been nearly far too long since I’ve met somebody like you.”

      He nodded, hoping he wasn’t making a mistake. “I’m going to achieve everything you want anyway. My goal is power—all of it. Not to change Pharos or Gauron. My homeland is long gone, as far as I’m concerned. I want power for its own sake, because it means nobody can ever force their will on me. So I’ll claim you, Pharos, that harem, and even more besides.”

      “Not if I kill you first,” Imira taunted.

      But her eyes remained full of curiosity and lust, rather than murder. She slipped off the table and began to walk away.

      “Our deal from earlier still stands,” she said, waving a hand as she left. “I’ll keep Pharos away from you and return to fluff up your pretty little foxes. One day, you’ll repay me, and I hope it will be in as grandiose a fashion as your dreams suggest.”

      Imira’s form took on that of Maria’s at the door, before she shook her body. The way her chest wobbled was obscene.

      “Too big for this frame,” she said. Her body shimmered and took on Marin’s form. “Much better. Do you like this ass, Your Majesty?”

      “On its owner, yes,” he said.

      Imira pouted at him with Marin’s gorgeous lips, then left the war room.

      Seconds later, Mina dropped down from a ceiling duct. She crossed the room, checked the door, locked it, then immediately latched onto Rys.

      “You’re absolutely covered in her scent,” she whined. Her fingers plucked off a large strand of fur. “And her tails. You could at least try to resist, Rys.”

      “She seems to enjoy the fact I’m playing hard-to-get,” he said, but frowned. “Although I don’t know if her seduction is genuine. She’s excellent at what she does, but stops well short of the steps I’d expect.”

      “Oh? You think she’s more innocent than her act suggests?” Mina tilted her head. “She’s an enforcer, so I don’t think she ever received the same training that Sarae and I got.”

      “Fara was pretty dirty when I met her.”

      “I think that’s just the family influence. Nia is the only one who puts on airs, while the rest of us make it clear what we want.” Mina’s hands ran over his crotch. “Anyway, do you think she’ll play ball? I can’t believe you turned her down.”

      His expression hardened. The offer felt far too familiar for him to possibly accept.

      “Mina, this is the first time I’ve been genuinely free,” he said. “Even if Imira thinks of me as a partner, her conditions still restricted me. I’m going to return to power my own way, and the only restrictions will be on her.”

      “By which you mean a collar.” Mina giggled. “Well, I hope to see you slap your dick on her face when the time comes. Oh, maybe you can make her beg for it? I want Sarae to do that eventually. It’ll be hot as fuck.”

      While his spymaster lost herself in fantasy, Rys turned his attention back to the map.

      The figures on it matched up with what he had told Faeris earlier. With powerful armies, they could sweep the League aside.

      But is that what he really wanted? The possibility that Maliah and Varian were at odds was oh so sweet.

      “Mina, what’s Leth’s status in the Malus League?” he asked.

      She broke out of her delusions and turned serious. “Priming the demihumans for rebellion, I think. He’s a real sap for chaos, and setting them loose the moment your armies get close to New Ahm would be a real capstone of the war.”

      That sounded like the Haunts.

      “Change of plans,” Rys said, tapping the League’s capital city. “I want you to head to New Ahm yourself. Varian hit us with a decapitation strike. I want to return the favor once we have an opening.”
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      “We found the tower, but it’s completely bare,” Fara reported over a sending device. “Nothing but empty caverns and plain stonework. Even the runes had been dismantled. Varian wanted to take every scrap he could.”

      Rys sat in Vallis’s office with the device on a small table in front of him. The office’s owner busied herself with paperwork at her desk, while Tyrisa hid herself behind a tower of paper. Rys sincerely doubted there was a need for this much bureaucracy in his tiny kingdom, but if the knowledge devil got off on it, more power to her.

      Also, Maria and Alsia were far busier elsewhere. Both of them had spent most of their time outside the palace for the past year, and that had continued over winter. The need to muster support for an imminent war meant they needed to be seen. Decrees had little value if the duchesses responsible weren’t firming up public opinion.

      “Are you sure there aren’t any leads?” Rys asked. “If he left, it was likely by teleportation.”

      “Damn sure. Finding this place was harder than you’d think. The swamp is massive and nobody keeps the Labyrinth under control here. The magical emanations from the monsters and the swamp life itself likely hid his tower.” Fara sighed. “It’s a dead end, Rys. Varian bailed after his attack failed.”

      The swamp in question was a large stretch of land below the mountains on the eastern side of Kavolara. Nobody lived there, and nobody had reason to think of living there. No wonder Varian had vanished so successfully for years.

      “He knew we’d trace him. Graem said that he moved towers every so often,” he replied. “Mark the location on the map. Based on the size of the tower and the caverns, we might be able to use it in the future.”

      For what, Rys wasn’t sure. But he knew that a mage tower in the middle of nowhere could come in useful. The only people who knew its location were Fara and some of Liorne’s foxes. With Nia’s and Asa’s help, even that could likely be buried.

      Rys ordered Fara to return and disconnected the device. Then he ordered Asa to scrub the location. Mina was busy, so he’d been bossing his favorite man-eater around, even if she bitched at him relentlessly for it.

      With one job done, he looked for another. His attention turned to his viceroy.

      “I feel I need to force you to take breaks,” he said as he walked over to her.

      “This work won’t do itself,” Vallis said without looking up.

      “Uh huh. What about if you had actual staff? You know, like Maria and Alsia have?”

      She winced and finally stopped. Her eyes looked at him out of her peripheral vision.

      He hopped onto the corner of her expansive desk, and she finally turned to face him.

      “Let’s talk,” he said.

      “We’ve done a lot of that lately,” she said.

      “No, what we’ve done is work. There’s no shortage of it, and you’ve been overly dutiful getting it all done.” He looked out the window. The snow that had settled on the hills made it clear that winter had settled in.

      Within a few months, it would be spring and he’d be out there, sending his armies to war.

      Which was exactly Vallis’s problem.

      “You can take a break, Vallis,” he said, noticing the way her shoulders hunched in reply. “We had a long chat nearly two years ago. I feel we’re overdue for another.”

      “Are we?” she asked. “Because I don’t think I’ve followed through on what we talked about then.”

      “You executed a war as my viceroy, integrated Avolar into the kingdom, and have led the preparations for another, much larger, war.” Rys gave her a severe look. “You said you wanted to feel like you’re truly my Viceroy. Unlike with Mina, where I decided she had proven herself, you decided to pick when you were ready.”

      “And I’m not,” she said. “You just criticized me because I’m not delegating enough.”

      “That makes you a workaholic and means I disagree with your approach. It doesn’t mean I distrust you.”

      Her eyes suggested she didn’t understand.

      “Let’s go for a walk, Vallis,” he said. “I have something else to take care of in the sub-levels. Accompany me.”

      She looked at the paperwork piled up on her desk and hesitated.

      “That wasn’t a request,” Rys said.

      Vallis shot to her feet and followed him out of her office. As she left, she told Tyrisa to take care of the forms on her desk. Rys dragged her out.

      Walking through the inner courtyard together, they took a leisurely route. Vallis noticed.

      “I thought we were going to the sub-levels,” she said with an accusatory tone.

      “Yes, but I’m also forcing you to take a break. You never join us in the baths, unless Fara’s alone. So we’ll walk.”

      They were accompanied by the bustling of the palace while they walked. Vallis said nothing, but grew more and more uncomfortable with each passing second.

      Eventually, he sighed. “Why won’t you hire staff? Tyrisa didn’t call herself your Chief of Staff as a joke, you know.”

      “Because they’re incompetent,” Vallis muttered. “I understand that Alsia’s staff are often learning the basics, but I shouldn’t be correcting so many fundamental errors in Maria’s work.”

      “Her work, or that of her staff?” Rys asked, hiding his concern.

      Because he had a hunch about what was happening.

      “Her staff. Maria asks for help but won’t dump work on my lap. She’s considered moving her offices back into Anceston recently, as the duchy grows along with her workload. The problem is that most of the kingdom runs through her lands—Port Mayfield, Anceston, the frontier forts to the south.” She shook her head in annoyance.

      “Have you thought about not correcting the errors?” Rys suggested.

      “And let things go to hell?”

      “How do you think people learn, Vallis?” He stopped and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I suspect this is something you haven’t had to deal with. As a merchant, you primarily worked by yourself, didn’t you?”

      She frowned, not following him.

      He tried another tack. “When you were a mage, were students allowed to fail?”

      “Well, duh, how else would they… Oh.” She winced. “But this is different! This isn’t harmless training, but actual policies, construction projects, and approvals.”

      “Exactly. Which means there will be real consequences, and you’ll swiftly learn the true character of those responsible,” Rys said. “If you’re always there to do everything perfectly, others will realize they don’t need to try. Not everyone has the self-motivation you do, and they aren’t driven by the same rewards.”

      “Was that a joke about your dick?” she mumbled.

      “No, but it works as one.”

      Vallis rolled her eyes, then let out a huff. “I just… You’re right, but I don’t want to let it happen. These are people’s lives, Rys.”

      “It’s also your life. If you don’t step in when the stakes are low, what happens when the stakes are high? You fall ill, or become overwhelmed, or Maria finally does move her office out of the palace?” His eyes bore into Vallis and her breath caught in her throat. “As cruel as it was, the Empire let people self-destruct because it proved whether they could handle true power. You’re aware of the policy the demons have about helping others?”

      “Yeah, it’s some twist on teaching others to fish.” She frowned, trying to recall it. “Um… A demon who can’t slay his own opponent isn’t worth protecting.”

      “Yes. That’s not a meaningless twist, Vallis. Demons firmly believe that those who can’t pull their own weight are genuinely without value. I agree.”

      She bit her lip. “Those aren’t the words I want to hear when you’re lecturing me, you know.”

      He laughed, then apologized when tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “You’re definitely pulling your own weight. Terry and Margrim both risked their lives for you. Grigor and Fred would do the same in a heartbeat. But you should pay attention to their wisdom, and maybe apply it to others. You have the skill, but your heart needs a little hardening.”

      “That means I’m not your trusted viceroy yet,” she said.

      “You are, but not in all matters,” he corrected.

      “Then I’ll continue to wait. Hardening my heart, though…” She grimaced.

      “Maybe talk to others about it. But for now, you should see something. Let’s go.”

      He finally led her into the sub-levels. Specifically, they went into the chamber where he had empowered Grigor with the strength of a demon lord.

      Margrim and Terry were waiting for them. Three ritual circles filled the room, although one wasn’t yet ready.

      Finding a suitable donor for Taras was proving difficult. His skillset needed enhancing in a particular way, and he wanted the promotion to last. If the best Rys could do was turn him into another Haunt or succubus, the ritual would be a failure.

      “We finally ready, boss?” Margrim asked around a cigarette. “Anything we need to do? The Prince-General said this took a while.”

      “It will be faster this time. I ironed out the kinks with him and I’ve had a few months,” Rys said.

      The two infernals entered their respective circles, which were marked out with their names. Vallis watched with a furrowed brow, unsure why she was here.

      Rys didn’t explain. He merely cast the ritual for Terry.

      When it finished in the traditional flash, the demon flexed his muscles.

      “Holy shit, is this what the Prince-General feels like?” Terry asked, his beak falling open and red eyes wide.

      Visually, Terry looked unchanged. The Gift imparted on him didn’t have any oddities like the one given to Grigor.

      “Not quite. You have the power of a Kashlovian demon prince, but not one on the level of Grigor,” Rys explained. “The specific Gift I borrowed is the traditional powersurge Gift used by most Kashlovians. Although it’s fairly famous because Belrauth also uses it.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I know it.” Terry seemed barely able to speak. “I can feel it there. Never had a Gift before. I’ve mostly just cracked heads and swung swords. I…” He suddenly remembered who he was talking to and fell to his knees. “Lord Talarys, I am truly thankful for—”

      “It’s fine, Terry. You earned this,” Rys said. “You can act the way you usually do.”

      Terry winced and chuckled as he stood up. “Right. Sorry. Got a bit emotional there.”

      “Powersurge?” Vallis asked from behind them.

      The newly minted demon prince noticed her peeking past Rys and grinned. He pointed a thumb at himself.

      “See, demons like us are huge masses of magical energy. That’s why we don’t die easy and try not to piss off the Chief,” Terry said. “That also lets us hit really hard, as we can focus our strength way beyond what normal humans can. But a powersurge Gift goes way beyond that. It lets us build up magical power and then let it out at once. Prince Belrauth uses it to kick the shit out of demon lords.”

      “Really?” Rys asked.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “He was always Araunth’s runty brother to me. I know Fred and him are friends, and that he got his ass kicked by a mage twenty years ago.” Rys suddenly frowned.

      Twenty years… He’d heard that figure before in relation to Taren Hand, who had defeated Belrauth.

      Suddenly, it came to him. Taren Hand had become the Grand Magister of the Tower of Stars twenty years ago. The two events seemed too close to be related.

      With Terry empowered, Rys conducted the ritual for Margrim.

      Afterward, the Ashen frowned while looking at his hands. He didn’t look as taken aback. Like Terry, he hadn’t changed visually.

      “Allow me to explain,” Rys said, receiving a nod from Margrim. “You’re experienced, crafty, and know how to use your hellfire as good as the best Ashen I’ve worked with. And I worked with a lot—your kin were damned useful as soldiers.”

      “Naturally,” Margrim said, lighting another cigarette.

      “I could have just given you the Gift of a fire Fury and called it a day. You’d become the most powerful Ashen for millennia. But everyone would expect that. Like I said, you’re crafty. So I want to see what you can do with control over both water and hellfire.”

      The Ashen continued to frown. He raised both his hands. In one appeared a ball of hellfire, and in the other a floating shard of ice.

      “Yeah, I can see how this might be useful,” Margrim said. “It’s kind of weird using two sorcery Gifts at the same time, though. Like controlling a fourth leg.”

      Rys nearly asked what the third leg was, but didn’t want to walk into the obvious joke.

      “Fourth leg?” Vallis asked, then reddened as she mentally realized what a third leg referred to.

      “Heh. Precious.” Margrim shook his head, then held out a hand. “Terry got all fluttery, so I’ll keep it brief.”

      “Hey!” Terry said.

      Margrim smirked. “I can’t thank you enough for this, boss. Low level infernals like us don’t get rewarded for much of anything. Things were already great. This is way beyond that.”

      “You can thank me by using the Gifts properly, and keeping Vallis safe next time she needs help.” Rys jabbed his thumb at his viceroy, who scowled at him in return.

      “Don’t need to ask, boss.”

      “That’s already my job.”

      After the infernals left, Rys and Vallis stood together in the empty room.

      She licked her lips and looked at him. “You showed me that because I’m responsible for their… promotions?”

      “Not quite. I showed you because you’ve backed them in the past. Both of them were already capable, but they’ve come into their own under you. Terry works closely with you as the head of palace security—and he’ll continue as your bodyguard now that Freisa spends most of her time with Luara. Margrim has ended up as Grigor’s second-in-command, despite Fred’s natural leadership. That’s because he works with you and the duchesses.”

      “I’m not exactly responsible for that,” she mumbled.

      “Aren’t you? Because that’s part of the reason I trust you. I’ve said before that I could find replacements that would do your job, but I doubt I can easily find someone who can work with the infernals as easily as you do.” He patted her on the shoulder. “Now just remember what I told you earlier.”

      Rys intended to leave Vallis alone with her thoughts. But as he stepped out the door, he heard her footsteps clatter on the stonework and turned around.

      “Um…” she mumbled when he looked at her.

      He waited patiently for her to compose herself. Her fingers rumpled her skirt, revealing a little more of her pale thighs than he typically saw.

      “You mentioned hiring staff earlier,” she said, before pausing. “Can you summon more Tyrisas?”

      “There’s only one Tyrisa, and you should be eternally thankful that is the case.”

      Vallis hit him in the arm. “I’m filling in for Tyrisa. She’d definitely hit you.”

      Would she? Rys didn’t question her. Evidently the petite knowledge devil was more physical with Vallis than with her summoner.

      “What I meant was could you summon more knowledge devils like her? You’ve said before that there are loads of… I think you call them Calosceme knowledge devils?” Vallis asked.

      “That’s them. I’m impressed you remembered the name. Many people call them ‘colosseum’ knowledge devils or something similarly silly,” Rys said.

      “Yeah, yeah. But can you?”

      “Who do you think I am?”

      “An arrogant braggart who gets young women to run his kingdom for him while he rubs his hands in tails all day long?”

      “Yes, but who else do you think I am?”

      Vallis smirked. “That’s a yes, then?”

      “Naturally. Although you may find yourself overwhelmed by five Tyrisas,” he said.

      “Please don’t summon more Tyrisas. I’m begging you, Rys. That was a joke.”

      He began walking away without saying another word. She clung to his sleeve and trailed along.

      “I’m serious! Don’t,” she said.

      He eventually shook Vallis off outside his office. Given how much she had matured already, he doubted there’d be many more conversations like this remaining. The fact she’d asked for knowledge devils of her own volition was a sign of how far she had come.

      What was left was to harvest the tree when it bore fruit. And most importantly, to ensure she’d be around for a long, long time. Those mage studies might not be enough to stop her aging soon enough.

      The rest of winter passed quickly enough, and Rys’s subordinates continued to move his armies into position. Gorgria and Tarmouth both reported positively about their own plans. Mina remained tucked away in New Ahm, although she couldn’t operate in earnest yet.

      With so many mages active in the city, operating openly would get her killed. What she needed was a distraction. A war should do.

      But as the spring thaw felt imminent, a parcel arrived at the palace. It consisted of a black metal box, enchanted to resist intrusion, and far too heavy to have been mistakenly transported to the archipelago.

      A letter written by Grand Magister Welnham informed Rys that the parcel had been intercepted at Tarmouth, but they had been unable to penetrate the wards protecting it. It had been addressed specifically to a “General Talarys.”

      If that hadn’t been enough, the box itself was inscribed with writing in Royal Devil. To most, it likely appeared to be an extraordinarily archaic form of elvish. Royal Devil hadn’t been seriously used on Gauron since the Empire’s collapse. It was strictly the language of the upper courts of the Infernal Empire.

      Hell, most infernals couldn’t read it. High Devil and the written forms of demonic had been the languages of choice in the Empire.

      Rys already knew who had likely sent this. The writing itself was some meaningless gibberish about service to the unending loop of life.

      “I wouldn’t call it gibberish,” Fred said, as Rys had the demon prince test if his halberd could penetrate it. “The words are sacred to the Cult of Life.”

      “The cult of… what? Did Raphael decide to become a demigod?” Rys joked.

      “Hardly. The archangels detest the religions that have sprung up on Gauron over the past millennia.” Fred stroked his globulous chin. “The origins of this one are nebulous, unlike the Disciples of Theros and their angel worship. But the fact they’ve written their creed in royal devil suggests it’s connected to the powers of Hell.”

      Rys had already known that, but what concerned him was the fact that Ariel apparently had her own cult on Gauron. And it had been around for several centuries at a minimum, if Fred was to be believed. He’d encountered it during the same visit he had found his halberd.

      The box failed to reveal its contents, which left Rys only two choices.

      Ask the woman behind it how to open it, or try to open it himself.

      Of course, he could ignore it. But he had a bad feeling about the box.

      Summoning Ariel was out of the question. The possibility that she’d penetrate his summoning wards was too great. Even if she knew where he was, it was another problem entirely if she knew his precise location.

      So he attempted to open it. It looked like a perfectly sealed box at first, but if it was intended to be opened, it would respond to a magical key.

      Rys knew a lot of those. He’d gathered hundreds of them over the centuries. To keep them sorted, he’d developed a master key spell that used them all at once.

      When the box snapped open in response to the spell, he didn’t know which key had opened it. But he didn’t need to.

      The fact that a magical key from over 1500 years ago could open the box told him everything. Ariel had intentionally sealed the box with a lock from the time of the Infernal Empire. Who else but Rys could open it?

      Darus or Kauros, technically. But he was splitting hairs.

      The inside of the box contained a neatly folded note on sheepskin. The writing was in royal devil and used actual ink.

      “Work with me, or work against me,” read the first line. It didn’t match Ariel’s handwriting, but that was natural. If somebody could summon her, she wouldn’t need him. “Tephrys could use a helping hand. Don’t you agree, General?”

      Rys placed the note back in the box.

      The message was clear as day.

      Either Rys summoned Ariel, or she would support Tephrys in the coming war.

      Fortunately, he planned to take a third option. Destroy Tephrys before she even had the chance to intervene. Winter was ending, and that meant war.
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      Mina

      A furious crowd gathered around the base of the tower, far below Mina. The late hour prevented her from accurately assessing the size of the crowd, but it was large enough to fill the street in front of the building.

      Flashes of light arced out from the mages and spellblades protecting the mage tower. But for every person they took out, a dozen more rose up from the darkness.

      From within the warded confines of another mage tower, Mina couldn’t hear the sound and fury of the riot. She stood beside a wall-to-ceiling false window, which projected an image of the external wall of the tower. It felt as if she stood dozens of stories above the streets of New Ahm—probably because she was.

      Mina swirled the glass of wine in her hand. Did Rys feel like this when he ordered everyone around from inside his luxurious war room? Although these days he had a toddler nearby, so the image wasn’t quite right.

      But she understood the appeal. Behind her was the very image of opulence, even if it fell short of the palace. Below her were the fruits of her labor and the work of months, as the Haunts instigated riots against the weakened mage towers of New Ahm.

      Shadowy figures flitted around the higher level of the tower she observed. Hyrie and her succubi were out there, monitoring the situation. Normally, Mina wouldn’t risk deploying them in a city full of mages.

      But with the Malus League fighting a war on three fronts, they didn’t have anywhere near the number of mages they needed to keep the succubi at bay.

      Once spring had arrived, the armies of all three nations had fallen on the League like hungry scavengers. Grigor had swept in from the north; Faeris from the south-east; and Tarmouth from the north-west. Their allied fleets had blockaded and bombarded the ports of the League, destroying the few remaining smuggling operations and preventing any troop transportation by sea.

      At the same time, Rys had swept through the Labyrinth. The League had lost what was left of their artifact mining operation, and infernals poured out from the hole in their defenses. Asa had been running amok in the fortresses that dotted the mountains, pitting the League’s armies against each other with her mental powers.

      But to Mina, the war was a distraction. She knew Rys’s true objective: Archwarlock Maliah Jyarvic.

      “Are you enjoying the wine?” Leth asked from behind her. He had appeared in one of the metal chairs in the living room, his cane resting across his lap.

      Mina turned, hiding her instinctive desire to yelp in fright. Leth had been doing this a lot since they arrived here. “It’s okay. I mostly wanted to stand here and look cool.”

      “Yet it didn’t make the wine taste better. Does that tell you something?”

      “Not really. I suspect Rys always drinks better stuff when he’s enjoying a well-executed plan.” Despite her words, Mina took a big gulp from her glass.

      Leth sighed. “I feel you’re being intentionally obtuse.”

      “Who, me?” She grinned and bounced over to a chair beside his. “But yes, I get it, Leth. The wine shouldn’t be for appearances, it should be to celebrate. I should have drunk some sake.”

      “My, you can learn. Have you stopped telling the imps to serve you bitter coffee yet?” He grinned at her.

      “Not yet. I think I can get used to coffee without sugar.”

      “They’re not adding sugar. The beans themselves—”

      “Creator below, Leth, I don’t need to be lectured on how coffee is made.” Mina placed her wine on the nearby coffee table, then rose.

      She knew there was some sake around here. Sarae had snuck in boxes of it during her last supply run. Unfortunately, Mina couldn’t pick that box out from the dozens of other boxes that contained food and drink for them.

      While Hyrie and Leth had claimed a nice little lair for them, they couldn’t move freely around the city. Mina had spent months cooped up in here. Only Rys’s regular mindspeak kept her sane.

      One of those was due shortly, as she needed to give him the daily report. Some concerning news had reached her from another of her agents.

      Her agents. Just thinking that made her feel giddy. This was a genuine behind-enemy-lines operation—the sort of thing she’d dreamed about. Not just a spying operation, but one to set up an assassination attempt on a head of state.

      “Things have gone smoother than I expected,” Leth said while she rooted around in the boxes. “Too smoothly.”

      “I know,” she called back. “Varian’s infernals are nowhere to be seen. Grigor is advancing at a snail’s pace because of it. He and Rys are convinced that Varian is going to drop a portal somewhere at the worst possible time.”

      “It’s a wise strategy,” Leth said. “Summer is still a few weeks away, which leaves us with months to end the war. Advance slowly, reinforce supply lines, leave plenty of powerful warriors in important positions, and ensure there aren’t any openings left to exploit.”

      “You sound bored.” Mina stood up, convinced she was looking in the wrong corner. She moved into the open kitchen. Surely, Sarae had put the box of alcohol in here?

      “Lord Talarys is not usually safe.” The Haunt tapped his cane on the marble flooring. “Then again, he also usually doesn’t pin his hopes on a single plan. I feel you know something that I don’t.”

      “I’ve told you what we’re doing tomorrow.” Mina growled as she failed to find anything.

      Why were there boxes and boxes of dried noodles and condensed soups here? Did Sarae not know how to cook? No wonder she clung to Mina around mealtimes.

      “Well, assuming Sarae finds what we need,” she corrected. “We find an opening in Maliah’s tower, get in, map out the defenses, then form a plan to take him out once Rys gets here.”

      “And clean up after ourselves.” Leth cut off abruptly, but remained silent.

      Several minutes passed with little other than the noise of Mina throwing boxes around. Eventually, she found her prize.

      “Why the hell was this in the bathroom?” she asked nobody in particular.

      “Presumably to keep it away from you.”

      “Well, it didn’t work. Do you want some?”

      “Please.”

      She fetched the sake vessels, cracked open a bottle of the imported sake, and poured two cups. Then she dropped back into her chair and offered one to Leth. The bottle remained close by, for more top ups.

      “I must admit, this wasn’t to my taste initially, but it does grow on a man,” he said, drinking his sake extraordinarily slowly. “You’ve been ignoring the succubi’s meddling. This feels unwise.”

      “What does that have to do with cleanup, Leth?” Mina asked, playing dumb.

      “Lord Talarys offered you the chance to take the head of at least one of them. You demurred. Hyrie and her coven have only grown more brazen since, especially now that he’s summoned more of them. While they’re ostensibly obeying your orders, their roots in the city run far too deep.” Leth allowed a rare scowl to cross his face. “Their actions will burn more than just you.”

      “I think I follow, but spell it out, Leth,” Mina said.

      If he was this upset, she might get a straight answer from him for once.

      He sighed, drained his cup, then poured more into it. “Our actions are drawing attention. While countless mages spread out to defend the League from the invading armies, many will be drawn back by stories of riots and strange happenings at night. If we leave even a shred of evidence in Maliah’s tower—and we will—then he will scour the city for succubi. The plan might fail outright.”

      “Isn’t that what Hyrie wants?”

      “No. She thinks she can cause you to take the blame. Realistically, Lord Talarys will abandon the assassination attempt after such a blatant failure. He’s playing things safe right now, because the threat he’s facing is far more dangerous than the royal devil we saw that night at the palace.”

      Mina had suspected as much, but it helped to hear the same thoughts from somebody as grounded and wise as Leth.

      “I’m surprised you’re telling me this,” she admitted.

      “You’ve done better than I expected, which is proof that I should never have questioned Lord Talarys’s eye for talent.” But Leth paused and gave her a sidelong look. “All the more reason to question you now, as you’re behaving strangely.”

      Mina grinned, then tapped the side of her nose.

      Because for all of Leth’s concern, she already had a plan for Hyrie.

      The door to the room opened, and both of them instinctively prepared magic. Sarae strode in and used the day’s codeword. They settled.

      “Hey, I was saving that!” Sarae snapped.

      “Tonight’s a good night. Join us,” Mina said. “Rys should be—”

      Right on time, her king’s voice intruded on her thoughts. “Mina, am I interrupting anything?”

      She signaled to the others that she was using mindspeak, then focused on the conversation. “No, Rys. Today’s report is quite simple. New Ahm remains in turmoil. I haven’t seen signs of any more troop deployments here. But there’s bad news.”

      “I have a hunch what it is, but tell me anyway,” he said.

      “My agents in Gorgria and their camp tell me that they are having issues with supplies. Boats are arriving with half the supplies they should. Food crates are full of boots and weapons. Magical catalysts are mysteriously going missing. Somebody is disrupting Gorgria’s logistics, but it’s not clear who. Faeris seems aware of it, but won’t head back to her palace to sort it out,” Mina explained.

      The adventurer queen had insisted on leading her army across the channel, and now resided in the captured fortress at Harpers Point.

      “Yes, that’s what I was afraid of. She’s complained about supply issues lately, and said she can’t advance due to them,” Rys groused. “If you don’t have any more info, then I’ll put the foxes to use.”

      “Rys, I am a fox.”

      “Don’t be dense. I mean your clan. Liorne has been trying to root out Varian, but I’m less and less convinced he’s even on the island.” Rys fell silent, and Mina was convinced he was drumming his fingers on something.

      Internally, Mina amused herself by imagining him drumming his fingers on Marin’s head while she was buried in his crotch. She should make that happen, she decided.

      “How about your primary objective?” Rys asked, being intentionally vague.

      They were using mindspeak, which meant they had to use a relay. While Leth could be used, Rys disliked relying on the same devil too often. That meant he couldn’t directly talk about sensitive matters, in case the devil knew how to eavesdrop.

      The succubi and Haunts were exceedingly talented at eavesdropping on relayed mindspeak.

      “If Sarae has found what she was supposed to find”—Mina glared at her sister, greatly confusing her—“then I’ll start in earnest tomorrow. Wish me luck.”

      “You don’t need luck, Mina.”

      His voice vanished, and she pouted.

      Sometimes, Rys needed a little more romanticism. She loved how he cut through the bullshit, but damn did he need to play to her youthful sensibilities more often. She was a young, impressionable girl, after all.

      Very impressionable, given she was happily working for him in the first place.

      Before she addressed her sister, she quickly checked in with Asa. Although ostensibly her “auditor,” Mina got along well with the succubus. She still hadn’t found out if that extended to the bedroom.

      “How’s Avolar?” she asked Asa over mindspeak.

      “It’ll be fine,” Asa replied. “Don’t worry your fluffy little head about it. Just think about bobbing it up and down along Rys’s cock once you pull off your little ploy.”

      “Thanks, Asa,” Mina said drily.

      “What are friends for? Plus, this is technically part of my job. Rys won’t have time to bitch that I’m overstepping my bounds if he’s too busy groaning in pleasure.”

      Mina cut off the connection before Asa’s provocations caused her to become too horny. Whereas the succubus could just fly back to the palace for a quick fuck, Mina had been without any attention from her beloved Rys for far too long.

      Still, she couldn’t complain about Asa given the favor being done for her.

      Returning to the physical world, Mina asked, “Sarae, did you find it?”

      “You don’t need to be so vague, Sis. Or so formal.” Sarae frowned. “But yes, I’m pretty sure I have a way in. Most of the towers have started automating magical signature verification, and that includes Maliah’s Tower of the Black Sun. During the riots, I nabbed a mage I recognized from briefings and dumped him on Hyrie. He can be our key in—and out, hopefully.”

      “So… we’re going to walk in the front door?” Mina asked slowly, sure that her sister had gone insane.

      “You’re overestimating how many people hang around the tower atrium. The war and the riots have scared everyone. If we time our entry during a major event, such as that big weekly slave auction they’re still holding for some insane reason, then we should be able to slip in with simple disguises.”

      The idea that Maliah’s tower wouldn’t be full of security personnel seemed strange to Mina, but she let it pass.

      “Define simple, Sis.”

      Sarae shrugged. “Illusions to make us look like beastkin. The Haunts and succubi can pass as mages if they dress appropriately, and the mage can get us past security.”

      “I’m certain the tower’s wards dispel most illusions,” Leth said.

      “Then how do you get around?” Sarae asked.

      “Because my appearance isn’t an illusion. Not in the strict sense of the word. Think of it more like body transformation.” Leth smiled, and it wasn’t a pleasant look.

      “Well, I think we need to risk it. There’s no way we can get in the tower another way. The place has wards that match anything Rys has cooked up,” Sarae said. “Even if we had his raw strength, I don’t think it’d be wise to try to knock down a wall.”

      As much as Mina disliked it, she seemed to have no choice.

      But as Sarae and Leth retired for the night, Mina adjusted her own plans. The slave auction was in two days—tomorrow, given it was already past midnight. If she wanted to achieve everything she planned, then she needed to think well ahead.

      When the day itself came, Mina learned who their chosen mage was.

      “You kidnapped the Archmagister of an entire tower?” she asked.

      If she wasn’t mistaken, the mage in front of her was Archmagister Torrim. He ran the tower that had been the target of the riots the other night.

      “He was overconfident and I got the drop on him,” Sarae said. “Mages shouldn’t run around alone at night during times like these. Although I’m not sure why he wasn’t holed up in his tower or defending it.”

      “Cute,” Hyrie said, pulling on her extravagant mage robes. “But I did the real work. A mind like his wasn’t easy to pick apart.”

      “The damage is irreversible?” Mina asked.

      “Naturally. It won’t matter, however. He can remain my toy and grant us entry when the Incubus King comes in person.” The succubus huffed. “I don’t even see why we need to waste time today. With this man under my thumb, I could let Lord Talarys in and this could all be over immediately.”

      While Hyrie hadn’t been fully briefed on the plan to take out Maliah, she wasn’t stupid. The fact they were forging an entry route into his tower told her everything she needed to know.

      Or that she thought she needed to know.

      Leth didn’t need to dress up, as he always looked sharp. Hyrie was attempting to look like a considerably less attractive mage, but one that could pass as the sort of woman that a powerful mage would take as a secretary. Even if Torrim wasn’t the type to enjoy his secretary’s physical comforts, how many would question him if he changed his mind?

      In another week, the answer to that question might change. As Leth had said, they had a golden opportunity right now. The increasing intensity of the riots and instability Mina had been sowing in New Ahm would draw mages away from the frontline. How many would care about farmland and fortresses when their precious towers were ablaze?

      That meant any plan to enter Maliah’s tower needed to account for vastly increased security. Mina found the low level strange and refused to accept it as normal. When Rys had first defeated the League, Maliah had apparently locked down the entire city. Why would he be less paranoid during a war?

      The final members of the party were Mina and Sarae themselves. While Hyrie had questioned where the spymaster had joined in, Mina had firmly told her to shove it. If anything, they’d be harder to detect than the succubi.

      Save for their damn tails.

      For now, they dressed in extremely revealing clothes and used illusions to look like wolfkin.

      “They suit you,” Hyrie said with a smirk.

      Mina ignored her, while Sarae bristled.

      Picking at the skintight cloth that struggled to contain her chest, Mina said, “I should try wearing this around the palace. Rys never reacts to anything I wear. But I bet he’d react to this.”

      “Everyone would react to this, Sis. If you jump, those useless lumps of fat on your chest will be loose,” Sarae said. “I thought the sheer negligee I needed to wear during training was embarrassing. This is awful.”

      “Oh, I should wear some of that for Rys,” Mina said. “Fara wears it sometimes and they always fuck extra hard when she does.”

      Her sister stared at her. “I’m sorry, how do you know that?”

      “I watch.”

      “You…” Sarae closed her eyes and sighed.

      “Do you want to join?”

      “No.”

      “You sure?”

      Sarae tried to hit her, but Mina danced away with a laugh.

      Leth tapped his cane on the floor, as if reminding them there was a job to do. The foxes straightened up, and Hyrie stopped leering at Mina’s chest.

      Huh. Mina hadn’t noticed the succubi paying much attention to her before. Was Hyrie losing her touch, or was she so confident that she’d sabotage Mina that she didn’t bother hiding her lust?

      “Do we have a plan of approach?” Leth asked.

      “Walk in?” Sarae proposed.

      Mina rolled her eyes. “Let’s not do something suicidal. If we walk toward the tower from the direction of the slave auction, people will be less suspicious. They’ll think we’re recently acquired, and that Torrim has business in the center of New Ahm.”

      Leth nodded, then twirled his cane and pointed it at the exit of the room. “Shall we?”

      They executed the plan exactly as Mina described it. The other succubi and Haunts had missions to do, although Hyrie had one of her coven tail them.

      Just in case, was the excuse.

      The streets of New Ahm made every city that Mina had ever been in look tiny and insignificant. Pharos’s capital, Xiazhou, had a far greater bustle but it was more of a dense sprawl that made Mina feel like a grain of sand in the world.

      By comparison, New Ahm was the city on a hill. A towering, glowing metropolis that appeared to be everything people should aspire to build and live in. Over a dozen mage towers loomed over the city, alongside other massive spires that housed the wealthy. There were apparently workshops and communal mage towers as well, as not every collective of mages could afford a gigantic dick in the middle of New Ahm.

      Mina knew from her reports that many mage towers were located outside of New Ahm as well. The sheer number of them astounded her.

      Sure, the Malus League was known to be the nation of mages in the archipelago, but it was another thing to witness the scale for herself. Avolar’s mage tower had been tiny, and the tower that the Black Sorcerers were building was only a single building. Even Tarmouth and Gorgria boasted only a few towers.

      “Done enough gawking?” Sarae asked.

      Mina flushed and looked down.

      Nearby, several mages laughed. She looked over and saw them pointing at her. No doubt a wolfkin being stupefied by the city amused them.

      “Just playing the part,” she muttered.

      “Well, don’t stop now.”

      She rolled her eyes. While the group walked toward Maliah’s tower, more mages passed them. Many of them looked more like wealthy merchants, although they were often surrounded by guards.

      New Ahm held a weekly slave auction at the appropriately named slave pits, which dominated much of the city’s south. The gentry of the city made their way over, bought some scantily dressed demihumans, had a grand old time, then puked their guts out on the streets.

      Despite the war, Maliah hadn’t called the auction off. Presumably to keep up morale, as awful as that was to Mina. She understood why Rys wanted to control the mages here, but wouldn’t mind if a slave riot made them understand what they’d done.

      She listened to the chatter of the mages and merchants as they walked. The crowd grew thinner the closer they got to the center of the city, which made it easier to pick out individual conversations.

      “You’ve heard the latest on the war?” a young mage asked another.

      “As if I couldn’t. My journeyman examination has been delayed indefinitely, as all my examiners are trying to keep Gorgria from marching a dozen miles north and putting us to the torch.”

      The first mage nodded grimly. “I’m not as worried about Queen Faeris. She hasn’t moved an inch since making landfall. It’s that General Tarasu that concerns me. I heard that he’s taken Corford, and is redistributing all the grain to his armies.”

      Mina froze on the spot, only to be shoved along by Sarae.

      General Tarasu? Had she heard that right?

      And Grigor was still a good week away from Corford. It was the largest city in the League, besides New Ahm itself, and was the home of most of the nation’s merchants. Mina wanted to coincide Rys’s attempt on Maliah’s life with Grigor’s assault on the city, as it would be a great distraction.

      If she had heard right, Rys would burn down New Ahm just for calling Taras a general. She’d heard what happened to Avolar’s commander when he got caught up in the contest between Taras and Rys. Grigor had supposedly turned him into paste at Rys’s command.

      Far fewer infernals were willing to play along with the game after that. Mina still had doubts that the story she had heard was truthful, but everybody insisted that was how it played out.

      By the time they reached Maliah’s tower, the streets were nearly barren. The only people walking around were the handful of spellblades and mages on guard duty. If they approached, Torrim merely cast a simple spell to confirm his magical signature, and the guards walked away.

      Some security.

      Then again, Mina could feel the tower’s wards in the fibers of her tails. She looked up at it and gulped.

      The Tower of the Black Sun was a multi-peaked spire that looked like the sort of thing Rys joked about building. According to Graem, it was the tallest building in the city because Maliah had made it illegal to make anything bigger.

      The entrances to the tower consisted of wide open archways. The entire bottom floor consisted of an atrium unlike anything Mina had ever seen. It was all sleek corners, black marble, and glass walls. Rys might admire it, although she suspected he preferred more traditional architecture. He had a thing for cornices.

      “So, we just walk in?” Mina asked, furrowing her brow at how easy it seemed.

      “I did say that, didn’t I?” Sarae said.

      “There must be better security.” Mina looked around at the empty cafes and shopfronts.

      Most of them had either closed due to the riots, or because the auction took away clientele. No wonder the place seemed empty.

      “There is.” Leth waved his cane in the general direction of the tower. “There are wards intended to keep infernals out, or at least sound an alarm. While there isn’t a barrier active, the stonework is magically reinforced. I have also witnessed that barriers activate in the atrium if the correct magical signature isn’t used.”

      “I did say that they’d automated it,” Sarae said. “Torrim will cast his spell on a rune outside the building, and we’ll be able to walk in.”

      “Uh huh. What about the anti-infernal wards?” Mina asked.

      “They are intended for infernals far weaker than us.” Hyrie flipped her hair over her shoulder with a haughty huff.

      Mina doubted that. Leth didn’t say anything, but the shadow of a smirk on his face suggested she was right to doubt.

      “Leth, could you create a distraction while we walk through the wards?” Mina asked. “It’ll attract attention, but anything is better than an alarm causing every spellblade and enforcer in the tower to descend on us.”

      The Haunt focused for several long seconds, then nodded. “Done. We should move swiftly.”

      Bastard. She’d wanted him to do that later. Clearly, he was testing her again.

      Mina waved everyone forward, while trying not to appear like she was in charge. Yelling erupted from the far side of the tower. The few spellblades nearby rushed over, although one looked at them.

      “Do you need help?” Torrim suddenly called out, raising his own staff.

      The spellblade waved him off. “No need, Archmagister. We have this under control.” Then he ran off toward the disturbance.

      Hyrie looked chuffed as the coast cleared, but Mina didn’t say anything.

      Right as they approached the entrance, they felt a pulse of magic strike them. It did nothing to Mina, but Hyrie stiffened.

      Torrim wavered for several seconds, and Mina wondered if they’d need to flee. None of the spellblades seemed to be returning, but she could hear and feel spells being thrown around. No doubt they had mixed up the anti-infernal alarm with what was happening over there.

      Then Hyrie calmed down and Torrim projected his magical signature onto a very specific part of the stonework. Magic shifted around the tower, and Mina suddenly sensed wards she hadn’t known were even there.

      In the future, she’d have a better idea of what they felt like. But she reminded herself that Leth had far sharper senses than she did. So much for mystic foxes excelling at detection.

      They entered the atrium. It was as empty as the exterior of the tower.

      However, massive statues loomed over them. They were in a kneeling position, with their heads rested on one fist. The pose was apparently famous for some statue on Gauron, according to Graem. Maliah liked to mimic his homeland.

      But the glowing eyes and powerful magical presence in the statues gave Mina pause. Somehow, she knew that they shouldn’t get too close to them.

      Which is why she stared in shock as Hyrie and Torrim led them toward the statues.

      “Stop,” she hissed.

      Hyrie turned, confused. “The elevators are this way, little one. Also, restore your illusions.”

      Mina and Sarae cursed, then hurriedly restored their wolfkin appearances. Leth twirled his cane, but seemed to be waiting for something.

      Taking that as a good sign, Mina stalled Hyrie. “We can’t get too close to the statues. We don’t have the ability to deactivate them.”

      “My pet already did that. If we don’t move fast, they’ll reactivate.” The succubus sighed. “Trust me, little—”

      Just then, Mina saw a mage and two spellblades approach them from the elevators. She stiffened and instinctively leaped backward. Sarae managed not to react quite as badly, but still reached for weapons that were under illusion.

      “Torrim! I thought we finished our discussion the other night. What are you doing here without telling me in advance,” the mage called out as he strode toward them.

      Hyrie’s pet mage blinked a few times, then smiled at the newcomer. “Come, Nick. Things aren’t so bad that we can’t continue our conversation. I left because of the turmoil at my tower. Things have calmed down… or so I thought.”

      Nick… If Mina was correct, this newcomer was Grand Magister Nicholas Yale. He was the Vallis to Maliah’s Rys, and ran the Tower of the Black Sun.

      Mina suddenly felt dirty for comparing Maliah to Rys. She told herself to never do that again.

      “There’s a bloody war on, Louis,” Yale said, addressing Torrim by his first name. “Of course things haven’t calmed down.” He sighed, then glanced at the rest of them. “Did you need to bring your entire retinue? They look new.”

      “The other night was difficult.”

      Yale nodded grimly. “I understand. If things are that bad… Well, I can make some time. Let’s head upstairs.”

      The two mages headed toward the elevator, accompanied by the spellblades. Mina shot Hyrie a look, and the succubus focused herself.

      Torrim stopped, then cleared his throat while staring at the statues. “Nick, could you…”

      “Hmm? Oh, right. Them. My apologies. With everything going on, I always forget that we changed their activation threshold.” Yale slammed his ebony staff into the ground and a pulse of magic rang out. The eyes of the statues stopped glowing. “They activated last week by accident. Grand Magister Harn nearly blew them apart in a fit of rage and started screaming about how this was an attempt on his life.”

      “He’s been rather tense lately,” Torrim said.

      Mina made a note to never dismiss the powers of the succubi. She’d seen them at work in Avolar, but Torrim was another level. He acted entirely normally, and didn’t need Hyrie’s orders for every little thing.

      They entered the elevator at the far end. Like the one in Graem’s new tower, it was a large platform of stone that floated up and down using magic. This one shot them nearly to the top of the tower.

      After they exited, Yale took Torrim aside and walked toward a rear hallway. Spellblades on the way stopped them.

      “Oh, right.” Yale looked at Mina and the others. “You know the rules, Louis. Maliah’s been concerned about intruders, so only we can go past this checkpoint. It’s annoying, especially as he’s often not here.”

      Not here? Mina actively hid her surprise.

      “I would prefer if he showed himself more often,” Torrim said, presumably upon Hyrie’s urging. “Do we know what he’s doing?”

      “Archwarlock things, I imagine. He doesn’t tell me where he vanishes.” Yale shook his head, then pointedly looked at Mina. “Louis?”

      Torrim nodded, then spoke to Hyrie directly, “Eliza, be a dear and keep the others occupied. Find some treats for the wolves.”

      Mina’s eyes narrowed automatically while Hyrie smirked.

      “Yes, Archmagister,” Hyrie said, bowing.

      The two mages left, while the rest of them found a nearby open space. This entire floor seemed to consist of plush seating, an empty cafeteria, and private meeting rooms.

      “Eliza?” Mina asked after they slipped into one of the meeting rooms.

      “I’m not going to use my real name here, am I?” Hyrie said.

      Mina nodded. “So, where are they going? Is that the inner sanctum?”

      “Indeed. I thought we could sneak in with Torrim, or simply control the spellblades, but the other mage makes this difficult. I only brushed his mind, but it was like a fortress. Surely he has experience with infernalism.” The succubus bit her lip.

      “If he did, then he’d have detected us,” Leth said.

      Hyrie shot a glare at the Haunt, but said nothing.

      Mina’s mind churned while she considered what they’d seen. It was nearly enough.

      “Does anything Torrim saw in the sanctum differ from Graem’s descriptions?” she asked Hyrie.

      “No. There are more of those statues, and powerful wards on the elevators—”

      “Then we’re done here,” Mina declared. “We know their defenses, how to get through them, and a potential way in. Even if they increase the number of spellblades present or start actively scanning for illusions and infernals, I’m certain we can get through with Rys.”

      “Oh? Do elaborate, little fox.” Hyrie glared at her.

      “Here? Are you an idiot?”

      The succubus reluctantly let the topic go as she remembered they were inside Maliah’s personal mage tower.

      Not that he was here. That piece of news had been very interesting. If Maliah was vanishing regularly, Mina had a strong suspicion as to where he was going.

      Or who he was visiting. Rys would be thrilled.

      But for now, Mina needed to put the last element of her plan into action.

      “Hyrie, erase everything about us from Torrim’s memory,” she said. “You can do that, right?”

      “Of course, but then he’ll be useless to us. The moment he’s asked about us, they’ll know he’s been affected.”

      “Exactly. We don’t need him to get into the tower. But attention is already on his mage tower. Why not draw the eyes of the entire League onto it? If Maliah is busy scouring an entire tower, we’ll be free to act elsewhere.”

      This was bullshit, of course. But Mina hoped it was convincing bullshit.

      Whatever the case, Hyrie clicked her tongue and focused for nearly a quarter of an hour.

      “It’s done,” she said. “We won’t have long before he gives himself away. I hope you’re happy, little fox.”

      “Very.”

      So Hyrie thought this would harm Mina. How cute.

      They made their way to the elevator down. At least one of the patrolling spellblades noticed, but didn’t do anything. They weren’t about to question an archmagister’s retinue.

      When they reached the bottom, Hyrie didn’t move forward. The atrium remained as empty as ever.

      Notably, the eyes of the statues were glowing again.

      Mina started blathering while slowly walking forward, “We’ll need to start putting in place plans for Rys’s arrival. Timing our next move with Maliah’s presence will be difficult. We also need to ensure there’s enough chaos to cover anything we attempt.”

      Hyrie stalked behind Mina with a broad smirk. Sarae and Leth remained in place. The Haunt’s face was unreadable as he watched them, while her sister repeatedly urged Mina to stop walking forward. Her eyes grew more and more panicked.

      “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” Hyrie asked, her double meaning more obvious than she probably realized.

      Mina stopped just outside the magical aura emanating from the statues. Now that they had been deactivated, it was far easier to detect them, just like the wards protecting the tower.

      “What part? The one where I use the statues to kill you, or the part where you’re dumb enough to think I’m going to let them kill me?” Mina asked.

      The succubus blinked and her jaw fell open.

      Before Hyrie had a chance to react, Mina stepped backward, into the detection aura of the statues. The activation spell rang throughout the tower, and surely alerted the guards. Maybe even Yale would notice.

      Then she finished casting an array with her illusioned tails. A force blast attempted to pull Hyrie toward her, right as Mina darted forward.

      The statues heaved and groaned with their immense weight as they rose to their full height. Their hands alone could squash several people at once.

      Hyrie shrugged off the force blast, however, if only barely. She growled at Mina, “You’ll regret this. I’ll rip your head off and present it with an apple inside it, just so the Incubus King can understand how pathetic you really are.”

      But before the succubus could surge forward and throw a punch, she collapsed forward. Sarae stood behind her, her own tails swirling behind her. Her illusion had collapsed, and she held her swords out.

      “Like hell, bitch,” she said.

      Mina didn’t waste the chance she had been given. The statues were already turning toward them and raising their immensely powerful arms.

      She darted in, her tails empowering her limbs. With a single great throw, she sent Hyrie flying into the air. The succubus righted herself in midair and prepared to fly back at Mina. Her fists were clenched. No doubt she expected to pulverize the fox.

      Instead, the first statue’s palm slammed down on Hyrie. With a scream, she plummeted to the marble floor.

      But she didn’t die. Her immense strength allowed her to remain alive. The marble cracked beneath her legs as she crashed into it, and her arms bulged with muscles she didn’t have. Mina chalked one up for the immense strength that succubi had. Asa could beat Grigor in a fist fight, for one thing.

      Unfortunately, there was a second statue. It swept in and struck Hyrie square in the front. The crunch it made sounded like every bone in her body being shattered at once. Blood fountained out of her face as she flew backward.

      Mina darted back toward the elevator. Her tails cast her illusion array.

      “Sarae, illusion yourself. Then follow my lead,” she said.

      “Sis, what the fuck—”

      “Do it!” Mina hissed. “Leth, when the others get here, use your Gifts to keep them distracted. I know you can prevent others from paying attention to things they shouldn’t. That means us, and the possibility we’re also intruders.”

      A broad smile crossed Leth’s lips. “You’ve thought this through. Clever.” He tapped his cane to his head.

      In the atrium, the statues were busy pulverizing Hyrie’s motionless body. Mina wondered if she’d even be recognizable as an infernal.

      Then again, she hadn’t vanished yet. The statues definitely weren’t capable of killing a succubus, only banishing one. Hyrie was playing dead.

      Spellblades rushed in from the outer entrances, yelling and shouting. Mina immediately ducked down behind a pillar near the elevator, cowering and pretending to be a terrified wolfkin slave. Following suit, Sarae stuck close while Leth stood guard with a grim face.

      The guards didn’t get close to the statues, and instead watched the gory show. But when Yale and Torrim arrived on the elevator with more guards, it was a different story.

      “What the hell is happening?” Yale shouted. “Who activated the statues?”

      “Eliza.. Oh, oh.” Torrim seemed to be in a mess. The fact he still knew Hyrie’s cover name was proof that Hyrie was still alive.

      Yale shot a look at his fellow mage, then stalked forward. His staff pulsed and the statues deactivated. He and the spellblades approached slowly.

      Hyrie’s body looked far too intact for a woman who had been crushed by a thousand tons of stone some hundred times. Yale apparently thought the same thing, as he immediately focused a spell through his staff.

      Then he cursed. “A succubus! Obliterate it!”

      The spellblades reacted instantly, but so did Hyrie. Magical lances, fireballs, and blades of wind cut through the space the succubus had been. She shot up into the air, then roared toward the exit.

      Only to slam into an invisible barrier and nearly break her neck. Cursing, she attempted to stand back up. A hole appeared in her chest before she could.

      “Enough,” Yale snapped. His staff glowed menacingly as he focused more power in it.

      Several guards held Torrim down, who had apparently attempted to aid Hyrie. Grand Magister Yale proved that he wasn’t just a paper pusher as he blew chunks out of Hyrie and the marble around her. Mina didn’t recognize the spell. It felt like a hyper focused magical lance—almost like a blast of force, but not quite.

      Eventually, Hyrie’s body began collapsing into prismatic light. She screeched.

      “I’ll see you dead for this, fox! Mark my—” Her head exploded, and that was the end of her.

      At least until she reformed in Hell. That would take a few years. Mina would need to ensure Rys was ready for it.

      The moment Hyrie died, Torrim let out a gasp.

      “What… Why am I being held down?” he asked, his body going slack. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Don’t let him go,” Yale ordered. “We just slew a succubus, Louis. Your mind will need to be checked before we can trust you. Maliah has knowledge devils who know how to detect tampering.”

      “Tampering…” Torrim’s face hardened. “The attack on my tower was a ruse.”

      “Don’t talk. Not here.” Yale walked past his fellow mage, then stopped in front of the cowering foxes and Leth. “Explain yourselves.”

      Mina and Sarae just held each other, playing up their ignorance. They even let out a few helpless whimpers.

      It was Leth who took the lead, as he bowed deeply to Yale. “Grand Magister, I’m afraid I don’t know what’s happened here. Archmagister Torrim hired me yesterday to assist with security affairs following the attack on his mage tower.”

      “You’re a combat magister?”

      “Indeed. I assume you don’t wish to see my powers at work?”

      “Why didn’t you assist earlier?” Yale asked, fury in his eyes.

      “Would you have trusted me?” Leth met Yale’s eyes calmly, while speaking in his usual smooth tone.

      Yale paused, then inclined his head. “Fair. You’ll need to pass the same tests as Archmagister Torrim. The wolfkin…” He looked at Mina and Sarae with pitying eyes, then sighed. “The three of you will be escorted back to the tower and something can be worked out there. Assuming you pass the tests, we can talk about how you might assist us in the future.”

      Damn. Mina hadn’t expected for Leth to get on the inside track. This worked out better than expected. Apparently Yale had a soft spot for nearly naked demihumans cowering in fear, too.

      Another succubus intercepted them before they reached the tower and steered the spellblades away. She looked at Mina with fear in her eyes.

      “Much of the city is in uproar, spymaster,” the succubus said, addressing her by title for the first time ever. “Hyrie had many mages under her control, and now they’re aware. Some of them knew of our agents, and while we’ve minimized the battle—”

      “Don’t. I want to maximize the chaos. We’re not going to get a chance to take out so many mages at once, let alone scare Maliah,” Mina said. “Let him think this is a coup, or succubus-inspired civil war.”

      Her plans updated with every passing second. The succubus flew off, allowing Mina, Sarae, and Leth to return to their safehouse.

      “You’ve stepped over a line,” Leth told her.

      “Have I?” she asked him, ignoring Sarae’s wary gaze.

      “Indeed. By striking back at an unruly subordinate, you’ve truly been blooded as an infernal spymaster.” He gave her a half-bow. “I’ll ensure the chaos that’s been created runs deep and long. I imagine you have a plan?”

      “Of course. Maliah is paranoid. His security will be increased, but he’ll also make preparations to deal with what just happened. This goes beyond riots. He’ll respond in kind.” Mina grinned. “Maliah will show an opening, and I’ll be there to help Rys plant his axe in it.”
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      “You’re sure this won’t be detected?” Rys asked Graem.

      The old mage stood in front of a door frame and shrugged. The frame stuck out from the black stone wall, and had nothing inside it. For now.

      Many others stood nearby. Namely Fara, Asa, Faeris, and several of her knights

      “There’s no guarantee, but I doubt it,” Graem said. “The portals are centrally keyed, which is how Maliah tracks them and locks them down. But we form them using magitech that runs both ways, allowing them to penetrate the wards of mage towers. Those same wards prevent magical energies from escaping. So long as the portal doesn’t explode, nobody should know about it.”

      “Why don’t towers have their own, that Maliah can’t control?” Fara asked.

      “Because he has rats everywhere. Not to mention that the magitech involved comes from him.” Graem grinned. “Or did. I suspect Varian was involved to begin with, after seeing that portal he created. Mine isn’t as grand as the League’s, but this should work for the handful of people you’re sending through.”

      “If it doesn’t explode,” Fara said, staring at Rys.

      “It’s more dangerous the closer you are to a normal human, isn’t it?” he asked Graem.

      “That’s right. The process of going through a portal tears at the magic that makes up our bodies. The stronger the magic in your body, the less dangerous. That’s why those knights arguing back there can’t go through. They’ll die.” The old man glared at the knights, who glared at him in return.

      “Then our queen—” one of the knights began to say.

      “I’m fine,” Faeris said. “My body isn’t the same as yours.”

      “Damn right it’s not,” Asa said. “You’re Seraphi, aren’t you? Although your blood runs a lot thicker than the ones I’ve met. Most of the Seraphi nobles I’ve met on Gauron have so little Fae blood in them that they’re basically normal humans.”

      Faeris shifted uncomfortably. Evidently, she knew what she was.

      Rys wondered if her name was linked to the strong Fae power she had. He’d found her magical signature familiar, and now knew why.

      Unlike the others near him, he’d never fought the Fae directly. They were the defenders of Pandemonium, but had begun to appear on Gauron after Rys disappeared. As such, he recognized the traces of Pandemonium in her power, but not the actual source.

      “I assume somebody renewed the bloodline,” he said, looking pointedly at Faeris.

      She shrugged. “I doubt it’s what you think. But my father never spoke in depth about what he did to… father me.”

      If Rys had any doubts that Maeve was Faeris’s actual daughter, they were gone now. She wasn’t here now, but the reclusive mage had the same magical signature that Faeris did. Notably, Alaretta lacked it.

      “Then if everything is ready, Graem, activate the portal. Mina’s probably bouncing off the walls by now,” he said.

      The process of activating the portal took significantly less time than Rys had expected. Graem evidently pre-cast much of the ritual.

      In under ten minutes, they found themselves staring at a shimmering gray void in place of the sleek stone walls.

      “This is it?” Rys asked.

      “Indeed. You walk through the portal like you would a doorway, and you appear on the other side.” Graem gestured to the void. “Don’t stick an arm through, however. You might not get it back. You need to commit.”

      “Is this permanently active?”

      “It could be, but there’s no reason for it to be. Not if you succeed.” Graem’s expression darkened. “I wish I could come with you.”

      “Should have brushed up on your illusions,” Rys said. “Although I’m pretty shit at them myself.”

      “I can handle you,” Asa said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Your fleshsculpted ass is so easy to illusion I could do it in my sleep. Your body is imprinted in my mind.”

      “And elsewhere, I imagine,” Fara added.

      The succubus raised a fist into the air, causing the fox to stare at it.

      “You bump your own fist against it. I’m saying you made a great joke,” Asa said.

      Hesitantly, Fara raised a fist and gingerly pressed it against Asa’s. Rolling her eyes, Asa lowered her arms.

      “We’ll work on that,” she said. “If you’re going to spend as much time glued to Rys’s ass as I have, then we need to be close.”

      “Sometimes, I think we’re already too close.”

      “Not in that way.”

      As the others walked through the portal, Graem held Rys back.

      “Are you sure it’s wise to confront Maliah with so little?” the mage asked. “He already shrugged off much of what you threw at him last time, and that was with Grigor’s aid. Without him…”

      “I’ll be fine.” Rys peeled Graem’s arm off his shoulder. “Fighting mages is something I’m good at.”

      “I know, but he will have been preparing to battle you. Don’t expect him to be as weak as I am.”

      “We already fought him, Graem. I know what he can throw around and how resilient he is. The good news is that I’m packing a lot more power this time,” Rys said.

      Then he walked through the portal himself, and left Graem and the royal knights to their worries.

      Mina latched onto him the moment he appeared. Her tails wrapped around his body and her lips pressed against his. He instinctively returned the kiss, his hands pressing into her well-cushioned ass.

      Only for Fara to physically peel her niece off him.

      “You can catch up later,” she growled. “We’re on the clock, aren’t we? You said there’s some sort of meeting taking place at Maliah’s tower.”

      Rys’s team spread out across the formerly trendy living room. Emphasis on ‘formerly,’ as the suite looked like it had been squatted in for months.

      Probably because it had been. Rys eyed the absolute disaster zone that was apparently a kitchen and made a mental note to warn the imps before Mina returned. They liked to pamper her, and she could probably use some extra attention.

      Sarae and Leth joined them, but there was a notable lack of any succubi. And one succubus in particular.

      “How time sensitive is this?” Rys asked.

      “Uh, it’s not?” Mina winced at the look Fara gave her. “I mean, they’re meeting today, but it’s still morning. Whenever mages meet they tend to spend half the time bragging about their latest research while pretending to listen to the other person. Or at least, that’s what it feels like.”

      “I would agree with that summary,” Leth said. “Especially in the halls we shall be walking in. Maliah has called together the grand magisters and archmagisters of New Ahm’s mage towers, and they are a self-aggrandizing lot.”

      “If we have hours, then I’d prefer if we put them to use in preparation.” Rys inclined his head toward Sarae while looking at Fara and Asa. “We’ll only have one shot. I know there’s a plan, but we haven’t talked about it due to the risk of leaks. I want to know if you think there’s anything wrong with it.”

      “I mean, in that case—“ Mina interrupted, biting her lip as Rys cut her out.

      “No. We need to have a little talk,” he said.

      He slipped an arm around her and walked into the cleanest room in the suite that wasn’t the bathroom. The bedroom they entered looked unused. Rys closed the door, then cast multiple wards to keep out eavesdroppers.

      Finally, he sat on the edge of bed. Mina kept her distance, rubbing one arm with the other.

      “Um…” she mumbled.

      “We spoke about Hyrie very briefly, because of concerns about how other infernals might react,” Rys said. “So let’s talk now, while the others iron out any kinks in the plan.”

      Mina nodded, her ears and tails as low as they had ever been.

      As much as he wanted her to explain her thinking in full, her reaction suggested she was misreading his intentions. Time to clear the air.

      “I don’t care that you killed Hyrie, or had her killed,” he said. “This sort of infighting is normal, and she’s been building up to the same thing. You even managed to use her death to support your own mission, even if you took a huge risk.”

      “Maliah reacted as I expected,” Mina protested.

      “But what if he hadn’t? What if his response was to abandon New Ahm and go wherever Varian is?”

      “That’s completely inconsistent with his actions,” she said. “New Ahm is his baby. You’ve told me that even when he negotiated with you, it was about preserving his little mage empire here.”

      Rys shook his head. “No. It would be consistent. Maliah’s already fled once. His objective isn’t really to build an empire. Rather, he’s consumed by hatred and jealousy toward the mages who drove him from Gauron. New Ahm is his way of building a better capital for mages—it’s even in the name. It’s possible that a huge shock could remind him of his original objective, rather than the one he’s become distracted with.”

      Mina’s expression remained clouded. Whether she understood the specifics or not, Rys’s main point was that she understood the risk. So he moved on.

      “You can take risks, Mina, but make sure you understand what they are,” he explained. “But with that said: well done.”

      Her ears and tails twitched up and done, and Mina stared at him in shock.

      “Um…” she said, tilting her entire head to one side.

      “Your results speak for themselves. You still have a lot to learn, but like I said, I don’t care that you killed Hyrie. Asa killed succubi all the time. You’ve set up this assassination attempt and handled your rebellious subordinates at the same time.”

      “Then… why so serious earlier?” She scowled at him and her tails rose up and fanned out.

      “Because I know this will get to your head,” he said. Her tails wiggled dangerously in his direction, as if she was seriously considering using them to hit him.

      Which he wouldn’t complain about. Mina still didn’t like to hit him with them, which was a damn shame.

      “Also, it’s better to end on a high note. I was concerned that you might overlook Hyrie’s control of Duke Terraph in Avolar, but you had Asa cover for you there. Alsia has him under house arrest,” he said.

      “I can imagine. The League have clearly gotten to him and caused some sort of madness in his mind.” Mina waved her fingers in the air in a faux spooky manner, and Rys rolled his eyes.

      “Ah, yes, because that’s a thing they commonly do. Fortunately, the Kinadain have a lot of superstitions about the League. But make sure you repay Asa for that—despite her protestations, her job doesn’t include covering for you. I don’t remember her being so soft. Evidently she’s taken you under her wing, like she did Grigor.” A slightly wistful look entered Rys’s eyes at the thought.

      Mina took the chance to bounce over and cling to him. The way she rubbed her chest against his arm made it clear how she wanted to celebrate.

      He stood up instead. “I don’t think now is the time. Again, you’ve done well by handling Hyrie like that.”

      She grinned as they walked toward the exit. “Okay! I kind of want today to go well. This entire operation is mine, and I want everything to go off perfectly… or at least, good enough.”

      “Never plan for perfect.” He placed his arm around her and led her back outside. “Instead, plan for things to go wrong so that you can recover from that. All that matters is success.”

      “I might need some more subordinates? Because I just a fairly useful one of mine, even if she was a bitch,” she said.

      Fara gave Mina a strange look as they exited the bedroom.

      “Be a good girl and I might summon you up a new toy. Preferably one you don’t feel the need to kill,” Rys said.

      “I dunno, Rys. Sometimes disposable minions are the best. Some of my best lieutenants were the ones I handed over to Lacrissa for a good headcrushing,” Asa said.

      “You only say they were the best because they allowed you to get away with the stupid shit you were doing. How many succubi did you frame for the intel leaks you gave me, that I then fed to Araunth?”

      “Lost count. I don’t think Lacrissa ever wised up, either.”

      “She kicked you out of her court.”

      “Yeah, but I think she blamed you for that. That I’d become weak and attached to you, or some shit.” Asa rolled her eyes. “It totally wasn’t that I’d been that way all along and she overlooked it because I was her leash on you.”

      A pretty ineffectual leash, given Asa had been his servant from nearly the moment they met.

      Rys looked around. If there had been an ongoing conversation, it had ended before he entered. He faced Fara.

      “So, are we ready?” he asked.

      “No.” The five-tailed fox looked at Mina. “The plan seems sound, but with one huge caveat. It’s exactly the same method that got you in the first time. Why won’t they detect you?”

      Mina wagged a finger in response. “It’s the same concept, but executed differently. Did you think we would case the tower and then throw away everything we observed?”

      “No, but usually you come up with a different entry plan.”

      Rys found himself agreeing with Fara, but chose to remain silent. Mina seemed confident.

      “The basic idea is the same: use a puppet mage as cover. A succubus grabbed Grand Magister Harn, who is already considered to be on edge,” Mina explained. “But they’ve tightened up the wards—Harn can’t deactivate them for us, and the place will be crawling with spellblades and mage-knights. Not to mention all the mages being brought along by their bosses to gawk at the fanciest building in the city.”

      “So your solution is a distraction… just like last time,” Fara said, but her tails were oddly low while talking to Mina.

      Was Fara showing subservience to her niece? Or was this closer to a sign of respect while questioning Mina? Rys had to admit he didn’t understand all the contextual clues when reading fox tails. The delegates with Liorne had moved their tails some weird and wonderful ways—Rys’s favorite had to be the time a fox had lowered all but one tail.

      “It’s not quite a distraction. Like I said, Harn can’t get us in this time,” Mina said. “The key to this plan is the mage in charge: Grand Magister Yale himself. He’s a big softie, and Harn’s a hardass. If we show up as Harn’s retinue—hired because Harn is paranoid and doesn’t trust his own mages—then Yale will protect us when we launch an attack on the tower. We don’t need to deactivate the wards if they turn them off for us.”

      “And he won’t scan us?” Asa asked.

      “I mean, he might, but Leth kept him from doing that last time.” Mina looked at the Haunt.

      Leth nodded. “I can sow feelings of anger, recklessness, and fear into the crowd outside, while also pushing protectiveness into those inside. While not my preferred emotions, chaos takes many forms.”

      Despite clicking her tongue, Fara voiced her approval of the plan. After Asa shrugged and said it would probably work, Rys decided it was good enough.

      “We can improvise if necessary,” he said. “Mina, Sarae, Leth, take up positions outside the tower. We’ll arrive in a carriage—I assume one is prepared.”

      Mina’s ears drooped, but Sarae stepped in.

      “There is. It was suspicious that Torrim didn’t show up in one last time, so I made sure to arrange one,” Sarae said, elbowing her sister.

      “Rys, do we have to—” Mina began to ask.

      “Yes.” He fixed her with a glare. “Again, neither of you are combatants. I’m not risking your lives in a battle with multiple mages, let alone Maliah himself.”

      “There are only four of you,” she protested.

      “All the more reason we can’t play bodyguard,” Fara said. “I’ll be pushing myself to disrupt spells of this caliber. Can you stop a dozen magical lances?”

      Mina looked away, but the look of regret in her eyes was apparent. Fara sighed at the sight of her despondent niece.

      “You trained to become an adjutant, didn’t you?” Fara said, placing an arm around Mina’s shoulder. “This is what the job is. You command, we go kick faces in. Plus, aren’t we working on something special?”

      The responding nod was weak but allowed Fara to step away. Sarae grimaced at the final words.

      That solution was something she hadn’t embraced. Maybe she would never accept it, or become a havoc fox like the others planned to. So far, she hadn’t betrayed Rys over it, however.

      With the plan firmed up, they put it into operation. Rys, Fara, Asa, and Faeris mounted a carriage, which then rolled up to Harn’s tower. The embittered mage shouted at other mages as he stormed outside, leaving them behind as he jumped through the open door.

      “Blithering idiots, the lot of them,” Harn snarled the moment he entered.

      Despite his name and attitude, Harn looked almost too young. Late twenties at most, and with hints of baby fat. The bulky greatcoat he wore made him look silly.

      He also didn’t speak to any of them, and instead glared out the window. Asa confirmed that he could see them. The mage snarled at her to keep to herself and do her job.

      Well, apparently the cover story had been baked into his mind. Rys felt satisfied about that.

      Asa placed illusions over him on the ride over, while the other women illusioned themselves. Fara somehow made all of her tails vanish, and she shrugged at Rys’s look of despair.

      “They’re still here, you idiot,” she said, brushing his face with an invisible tail.

      He blinked. “This is pretty nice. We should try this when we get back. I can imagine the thrill of being tickled by invisible tails while we’re in bed, or trying to grab onto them while you’re playing keepaway.”

      Fara became huffy, while Asa laughed. Faeris mostly seemed confused.

      Finally, they arrived. As Mina had predicted, the street around the Tower of the Black Sun was full of people.

      The cafes and restaurants saw a booming trade, with well-dressed merchants sitting on crates while digging into steaks and nursing beers. Hawkers attempted to sell anything and everything—including slaves. Carriages lined every corner, leaving no room to park.

      Harn opened his door while the carriage was still moving, forcing Rys to bring it to an abrupt stop. Like most magitech carriages, it was controlled by a magic-user on the inside if it wasn’t running on automatic. Rys knew enough evocation now to easily manipulate magitech.

      “For fuck’s sake, you dumb bastards,” Harn screamed at the slave traders. “You can’t sell the horned shits here! Where the hell are the guards?”

      Rys and the others dismounted while a dozen guards approached. Most of the protection for the tower consisted of heavily armored mage-knights, who wore bulky suits of steel plate pumped full of magic. They were called mage-knights because the equipment granted them limited magical power, close to conscript battlemages.

      “Is there a problem, Grand Magister Harn?” a spellblade asked. “We’ll need to see—”

      Harn practically blew the spellblade’s head off with his magical signature spell. The guard didn’t react, which suggested he was used to the mage’s fiery temper.

      “We’re supposed to be keeping the demihumans away from here,” Harn hissed. “I bet those traders have fucking wagons full of the shits, sharpening swords and waiting to gut us all. Clear them out.”

      “Grand Magister—”

      “Do you fucking jobs!” Harn stomped away without even looking back.

      The spellblade looked at Rys in exasperation. “Did he fire the last group already? He was here a few days ago with another group of mercenaries. Take my advice: keep quiet, get paid in cash, and fuck off the second you can.”

      “I take it you worked for him before,” Rys said, affecting a slight accent.

      “Heh. Read me like a book. Haven’t seen you around, but that goes for half the mage-knights here. Where you from?” The man’s easy demeanor suggested he was making small talk, but Rys knew better.

      The spellblade likely knew the League far better, as well as where capable mercenaries and mage-knights were coming from. A wrong answer would draw suspicion.

      So Rys did what any good king does: had somebody else answer for him. He badgered Mina using mindspeak, and she let him know where most of the recent soldiers had come from.

      Somehow, the answer didn’t surprise him.

      “I was hanging around near the southern lines, but nothing’s happened there. I smelled the pay drying up, so followed the companies trekking back here,” Rys said, jabbing a thumb to the south.

      He intentionally got the direction wrong—Faeris’s army was to the south-east. People usually didn’t know their cardinal directions that well when they were wandering around in a city, however.

      “Well, I’ll bet you’ll be double-dipping. Word on the street is that there’ll be a new offensive against Gorgria soon.” The spellblade patted Rys on the shoulder as he wandered back to his post. “Best of luck with Harn.”

      “That goes for both of us.”

      They both chuckled, then went their separate ways. Rys trailed Harn with the others.

      Fara and Faeris looked at him in shock.

      “Rys, what the fuck was that?” Fara asked.

      “Acting,” he said.

      “I noticed. Here I thought you couldn’t turn off the arrogant douchebag persona.”

      He glared at her while Asa snickered.

      “You’ve done this before,” Faeris noted. “I figured an ancient general would never have stooped this low.”

      “I spent a lot of time being a shitkicker in Lacrissa’s court before I became a general, not to mention all the decades I spent as a lowly blacksmith in the shit part of Ruathym.”

      “Personally, I just want to hear that sort of roughtalk more often. You were so much cuter when you had the accent,” Asa said.

      “I haven’t had the accent since well before I turned 100.”

      “Exactly.”

      Harn stopped outside the tower. He was far from the only mage trying to enter, and there was a line.

      A mage with a clipboard stood at the head of it, with a half-dozen spellblades and nasty looking mages by his side. They had to be combat magisters. Grigor had commented on their presence in the League armies—mages capable of easily taking out noble demons and threatening entire companies of soldiers.

      This would be a great time for Mina to kick off her distraction. Rys had already established himself, Harn had pissed people off, and there were mages everywhere. The entire atrium appeared to be full of them, from what Rys saw through the glass.

      But while he told Mina they were in position, he didn’t order her to act. She was the spymaster. Time to trust in her.

      That trust proved well placed. In less than a minute, a riot was building nearby. Men and women ran between carriages and wagons, trying to pry them open. Mages fired spells into the crowds at random, causing many of those enjoying lunch to fire back in return. Guards bellowed commands while surging into the street by the dozen.

      Then the wagons spilled open and a horde of filthy, angry demihumans poured out. Many of them began to run away as fast as possible, but even more grabbed the closest thing they could and started laying into the guards.

      “Get close to the tower,” the spellblade from earlier shouted. “Get the civilians out of the way.”

      Soldiers surged out from the atrium. But more spells began to pour down from the rooftops, as hooded mages appeared. They began chanting “For our Lord” for some reason.

      Was that Mina’s idea of a joke?

      Then the spells began striking the line attempting to enter the tower. The screams rung out in Rys’s ears as mages cast barriers and tried to force their way past the barrier. Guards attempted to rush through, presumably with magical keys that allow them to walk through the wards, but some paused, uncertain about what to do about the growing mass of people getting in their way.

      Harn and other powerful mages were already in the thick of the combat, blowing entire carriages apart and setting buildings ablaze.

      Then the barrier went down with a thrum.

      “Inside! Keep them in the atrium, but don’t let them die to this treachery,” the voice of Grand Magister Yale cried out.

      Rys didn’t waste any time. He and the others slipped inside along with the screaming crowd. The statues that Mina spoke of were already deactivated, but a line of metallic constructs bars the way to the elevators up.

      Without Harn, getting up would be impossible. Or at least unwise. Rys needed to improvise.

      Once this chaos died down, Yale would start checking everybody inside.

      Or maybe he wouldn’t, in the right circumstances.

      “Mina, let this end quickly,” he said. “I need Harn to reach us and antagonize Yale.”

      Ten minutes later, the guards had the situation well in hand. The barrier was back up, and the more important mages strode inside.

      Harn walked beside Yale and several other mages. They looked less important, and Rys suspected they might be Yale’s proteges or members of security.

      Taking a risk, Rys raised a hand to catch Harn’s eye. The man scowled at him, but deviated. Yale didn’t miss the move and followed, dismissing the other mages.

      “Where the hell were you?” Harn growled. “I was out there, fighting off traitors and demihuman scum, and you were enjoying a nice cold one with these bitches?”

      Damn. Had the succubus upped Harn’s assholishness? Rys struggled to imagine how a man this terrible survived to become the head of a mage tower.

      “You hired me to protect your assistants, Grand Magister, not you,” Rys said, going for the most convenient lie he could.

      “That’s what the spellblades here are for. You should have—”

      “Enough, Harn,” Yale snapped. “This is your third retinue in as many weeks. And I guarantee I’ll be dealing with a fourth soon. What towers are you from?”

      This had been prepared in advance. Fara, Faeris, and Asa reeled off the names of different towers, which included one outside the city. Rys didn’t have one, as he was a mercenary.

      Yale could discover the lie, but that would take time he didn’t have.

      “This is a waste of time,” Harn said. “Is Maliah up there?” He started walking toward the constructs.

      “Don’t walk away. Dammit, Harn!” Yale took two steps after the other mage, before turning on Rys and the others. “How do you put up with him?”

      “I don’t. He pays me,” Rys said.

      “Is it enough?”

      “Not really.”

      Yale rubbed his forehead while muttering under his breath. “He was supposed to bring a report about our catalyst logistics. I assume one of you has it?”

      The women looked at each other. Rys couldn’t help them directly, but he knew what Yale was doing.

      Fortunately, Asa cottoned on. “I thought the report was about the tower’s mercenaries near Corford? Given the… situation there.” Her voice was so cutesy it hurt Rys’s ears to listen to.

      Yale smiled thinly. “It was. Well, you seem to be aware enough. Harn can waste his time, but I need to hear a summary of that report before I brief the Archwarlock. Come.”

      He turned and gestured for them to follow. Harn was about to blow the constructs apart when they suddenly separated, allowing him through.

      The six of them stood atop one of the elevators, and it began carrying them close to the top.

      “You could have brought the report yourself,” Yale said.

      “I don’t waste my time on that shit. Especially not now. The city is overrun and you’re worried about farmland,” Harn growled.

      “That farmland is how we’ll feed our armies. General Grigor is laying siege, and I’ve heard that General Tarasu has taken out our combat magisters deployed there.”

      Rys’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.

      General Tarasu!?

      “His name is Taras,” Rys ground out, forgetting the accent.

      The others looked at him. Asa looked as though she was about to explode with laughter, while Fara slapped a hand over her face.

      A glimmer of recognition appeared in Yale’s eyes. Rys knew his cover was blown.

      So he did what any smart man would do. He unhooked his axe and broke the illusion.

      Yale gulped as he stared at the axe with a pitch-black blade. It hovered half an inch from his neck.

      “I do mean it,” Rys said. “His name really is Taras, and he isn’t a general. Damn, I thought his claim to command my elite ninja regiment was bad.”

      “You’re…” Yale froze as he recognized the giant standing over him. “I can bring the entire tower down on you right now.”

      “You’d have already done so if it mattered. Sendings can’t penetrate the inner sanctum, can they?” Rys smirked. “And don’t worry, you’ll be useful to me. So be a smart mage and keep quiet. Whatever happens, you’ll come out clean.”

      Yale’s expression hardened. For a moment, Rys thought the man might do something life shortening.

      But after Yale looked at Harn, whose eyes had glazed over, he sighed. “You’re a little more daring than I expected, but just as forceful as Maliah.”

      “Well, I’m a king and he’s an archwarlock.” Rys hooked his axe on his belt as the elevator reached the top. “Find a nice place to sit for a while. This won’t take long.”

      He wandered off, leaving Harn and Yale behind. Using mindspeak, he ordered Mina to keep an eye on what was happening. Rys would need warning if Yale tried something.

      Spellblades guarded the checkpoints to the inner sanctum. They opened their mouths to confront them, then stopped and returned to their posts.

      “Want them to follow us?” Asa asked as they strode past the guards.

      “No. We’ve caused enough casualties as is,” Rys said.

      The statues farther in might have caused trouble, but Asa was able to find a nearby mage who deactivated them. Naturally, the security personnel had a way to prevent people from being flattened—it was nonsensical that only Yale could turn the things off.

      Further in, they found the lift up to the inner sanctum itself. All four of them entered it.

      At the top, they found a large circular room. Asa sent the spellblades protecting it for a long walk.

      In that room stood several ostentatiously dressed mages. Only one of them mattered, however.

      Maliah Jyarvic stood on the far side of the room, carrying a scepter with massive sapphires on either end, and smaller rubies inset on its crown. His dark skin, neatly trimmed white hair and beard, and bulky dark robe caused him to stand out from the crowd.

      Or maybe his glowing red eyes had that effect.

      But Rys’s eyes were drawn to two women by his side. Both of them had dark skin, pointed ears, silver hair, and hefty busts. One wore extremely revealing clothes and carried no weapon. The other was swathed in red and black robes, and carried a familiar rune-encrusted scythe.

      The devil sisters, Harah and Sesrah, met Rys’s eyes as he strode into the room. Their expressions made it clear they recognized him.

      Apparently, today really was a good day. Rys had more than one prize to claim.
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      “This is either an impressive joke, or an unimpressive display of conceit,” Maliah said, his baritone voice drawing the attention of the room to Rys. “I fear the latter.”

      “I’m getting sick of everybody calling me arrogant,” Rys said. He unhooked his axe and leaned it on his shoulder. “It’s been, what, three years?”

      “Three years and three months,” Fara said.

      “Right, that long,” he said, causing her to roll her eyes. “I’ve wiped out a multinational trading company, built a kingdom, united the Kinadain on the island, overthrown a city-state, convinced Pharos to support me, and even brought together most of the countries in the archipelago. After today, I’ll control the entire island of Kavolara and will have destroyed another country.”

      Rys pointed his axe at Maliah, who remained unmoving. The other mages shifted uncomfortably. Many shuffled toward the edges of the room.

      “So tell me again that I’m arrogant,” Rys said.

      “You are the definition of arrogance, Rys,” Fara said.

      “Yeah, it’s kind of your thing,” Asa added.

      Faeris nodded for effect.

      “If there is anything you are known for, it is how much of an arrogant ass you are, Rys,” Harah said from beside Maliah. Her eyes bore into her owner.

      Because Rys did own Harah. He rarely used that term for anyone, especially not summoned infernals or his loyal subordinates and allies.

      Rys knew the true names of two infernals. One had given his name willingly, and remained Rys’s staunchest follower and an old friend.

      The other was Harah, who attempted to kill him with her eyes. Despite her talents as an assassin, this was beyond her. He had claimed her true name the hard way—tricking her into an impossible contract that gave him her true name as penalty for breaking it. To most infernals, death was a preferable alternative, but Harah’s arrogance had cost her everything.

      Rys was, after all, the reason Harah was no longer a royal devil. Ariel wouldn’t allow one of her handmaidens to serve one of Malusian’s generals.

      With this in mind, Rys prepared a command spell. Ordinarily, he didn’t need to use spells to control his bound infernals—a surge of magic and a command brought them to heel if necessary. But Harah wasn’t bound to him and he didn’t have the time to bind her with battle imminent.

      Maliah clapped, pulling Rys back to the present. “Well now, it seems everyone has spoken. Care to disagree with the majority vote?”

      “I’m a king. I don’t hold votes,” Rys said drily.

      “A surprisingly watertight argument, but I don’t think you control the minds of others.” Maliah’s smile tightened. “At least not personally. I cannot say that I approve of the meddling of your succubi. Tell me, are you here to negotiate or…?”

      Rys spread his arms wide and began to walk a wide circle around the room. Fara, Asa, and Faeris trailed him, ready for battle. The other mages scurried out of his path.

      “I’m afraid I felt a little left out, Maliah,” Rys said. “You invited everyone else to your lovely little tea party and didn’t even send me a letter to tell me about it. I could only assume that mine got lost, so I rushed here as fast as I could.”

      Maliah stared at him, but amusement sparkling in his eyes. The mage knew that this wasn’t a friendly visit, but whatever fury he had felt toward Rys had been dealt with long ago.

      Or maybe he had deluded himself into thinking this could be resolved with words.

      “Jyarvic, are we killing him or not?” Sesrah asked.

      “I’m quite enjoying the sense of theater, actually. The yokels out here are all banging, shouting, and explicit death threats. This is delightfully refreshing.” The archwarlock twirled his scepter. “Is it customary where you came from to talk like this before a fight to the death?”

      “Generally, yes,” Rys said. “Most devils love the sound of their own voice.”

      “Does that make us devils then?”

      “While a lot of books I’ve read have suggested that humans are the true monsters on Harrium, I’m afraid that doesn’t make us literal infernals.”

      “A shame.”

      By this point, the others had realized that Maliah and Rys were merely having some fun. Faeris seemed frustrated by the lack of action and drummed her fingers against her sides, where she would conjure her axes.

      Sesrah looked at her sister. “How have you put up with this man for so many centuries?”

      Harah’s eyes bulged in response and her mask of rage said plenty.

      Maliah frowned, then turned to Sesrah. “I’m sorry, centuries?”

      The devils looked at each, realizing they had said too much. Or perhaps they hadn’t realized that Maliah didn’t know who and what Rys was.

      “You’re missing a few pieces of the puzzle, Maliah. I’d enlighten you, but your masked friend lit a fire up my ass and I don’t have the time to explain ancient history,” Rys said. “I’m assuming you won’t tell me where he is?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Do you even know where he is?” Rys narrowed his eyes. “His tower is abandoned, his infernals nowhere to be seen, and New Ahm is burning. One might think Varian doesn’t care about the nation he built.”

      Sesrah twirled her scythe while Maliah’s expression darkened.

      “Is it finally time?” she asked. “Because this room has my target in it. Yours, too, I believe.”

      The archwarlock looked at her in confusion. To Rys, that was the signal to start the battle.

      He barked his command spell at Harah, imbuing it with her true name. She stiffened, remaining completely still. But her eyes stared daggers at him.

      Cursing, Sesrah vanished. Maliah’s scepter glowed and a pair of blood red barriers cocooned his body.

      “She’s still here,” Rys snapped.

      At that moment, Sesrah appeared behind Faeris. Her teleportation always had a delay, as it was far from perfect.

      Asa’s fist nearly took Sesrah’s head off her shoulders. After leaping across the length of the room, Sesrah stood still and swung her scythe at Faeris. One of the demonic runes on it glowed malevolently.

      “Down,” Rys snapped, slamming into Faeris with his empowered speed. She had been overly focused on summoning her battleaxes, and they clattered to the ground.

      A thin red line of red energy cut along the path of the scythe. It ran through the ground where Faeris had stood and even crossed the body of an unfortunate mage.

      An impossibly fine slice vanished from the stonework. The mage’s body fell in half while he briefly screamed in pain and horror. His compatriots saw his grisly fate and barreled out of the room, unwilling to engage in a battle where the devil on their side could kill them instantly.

      “The hell is that?” Fara gasped out, barely an arm’s breadth from the carnage.

      “The scythe has a demonic cut rune on it. She can only use it every few minutes, but it will cut through nearly anything,” Rys said.

      He was pretty sure that his barriers could probably stop it but didn’t want to test his luck. Failure would be brutally painful, even if it would also be brief.

      “It’s a nice scythe,” Sesrah taunted. “Now let me plant it into your essence and turn you into dog food, General!”

      “Are you trying to get carved up by your mistress?” he said.

      She grimaced.

      Bingo. Sesrah couldn’t kill him, because Darus wanted him and the dark-skinned assassin had nowhere near the power to survive her mistress’s fury.

      “I feel I’m missing something,” Faeris said as she stood up.

      “I made that scythe,” Rys explained. “And it is a very nice piece of work.”

      Behind them, Maliah prepared a ball of red energy larger than his own body. It reminded Rys of Graem’s spell—probably because it was the same one.

      “Take care of Sesrah,” he snapped at Fara and Asa. “Keep Faeris’s head on her body. I’ll deal with Maliah.”

      “It’s nice that we’re still on first name terms,” the archwarlock said.

      Rys pumped infernal energy into his axe and leaped across the room. Grunting, Maliah hurled the energy orb at him. Rys attempted to deflect it.

      The explosion due to his infernal blow meeting Maliah’s spell nearly deafened Rys, and it temporarily blinded him. He reached out with his magical senses and felt Maliah slinking toward an exit near the rear.

      Preparing another infernal blow and a ball of hellfire, Rys caught the mage off guard. The outer barrier protecting Maliah exploded. The inner one remained intact.

      “You learned a new trick,” Rys said.

      “Mages refine their techniques based on trial and error,” Maliah said.

      “I agree. But you didn’t do enough trials.”

      Rys’s axe slammed into Maliah’s second barrier, shattering it like an egg. An explosive spell shot back from Maliah’s hand, but Rys caught it with his own blast of hellfire. The room once again vanished in a rush of light and sound.

      This time, Maliah moved far faster. Rys struggled to keep up with him as he escaped out the rear of the room.

      Behind him, he saw Sesrah battling the others. Harah remained stationary, despite the screaming from her sister to help her.

      Faeris seemed to be bleeding from a deep wound in her torso but kept fighting. Asa hadn’t taken any hits—which was fortunate, as Sesrah’s blows were extremely dangerous to infernals. It seemed that Fara was doing most of the fighting, and the assassin devil didn’t know how to handle her spiritualism. A plume of blue fire clung to her body, boding poorly for Sesrah.

      Based on that, Rys decided they could handle her. He pursued Maliah deeper into the tower.

      The winding corridors and stairwells of the inner sanctum meant that Rys lost his quarry, but only visually. A magical presence as powerful as Maliah’s couldn’t hide, even in a place as heavily warded as this one.

      They emerged into a winding display floor. Cabinets, tables, and glass display cases held hundreds of magical devices, items, and trinkets.

      As Rys followed Maliah’s retreating figure, he took in the objects around him. Failed constructs. Entire racks of runic weapons. Cabinets full of mysterious liquids and powders. Several jewel-encrusted scepters, including a replica of the one that Maliah had used to summon Grishaw.

      Or perhaps the summoning implement had been the replica and this one was the original. Rys couldn’t tell and didn’t have the time to work out the mystery.

      What he did know was that this massive room, which wound around the outer circumference of the tower, was where Maliah stored the fruits of his research. A century or more of magical artifacts surrounded Rys.

      Evidently, the archwarlock had kept himself busy. Rys was impressed.

      When he caught up to Maliah, it was near a weapon display. The archwarlock was hefting a long metal staff from a glass display case.

      “Did you find a tree made of metal and decide to make a sailing oar out of it?” Rys asked, staring at the stupidly large object in Maliah’s hands.

      “Funny. I’m not sure you’ll be as amused once I activate it.”

      Maliah pointed it at Rys, and it began to emit pulses of magical energy. The rumbling it emitted shook the man’s body, as well as the nearby cases and cabinets.

      But nothing happened.

      “What? This should have sucked your lifeforce out,” Maliah said. “I know it worked. I even tested it a month ago.”

      Rys attempted to lean on his axe, before deciding that it wasn’t big enough. “That’s made to use against humans, isn’t it?”

      “Any race. It forces a phase change in magical energy contained in the material realm, freeing it from whatever physical matter it’s tied to, before transferring it into the staff’s core. Not even an elf could withstand the power it possesses, and without magic, their body would collapse into dust.”

      “That’s a very complicated way to kill someone,” Rys said.

      “Well, it was intended as a magic battery and transference device. I just made it too powerful and killed an assistant.” Maliah frowned. “You don’t seem surprised.”

      “I’ve worked with far more dangerous enchanted items before.” Rys pointed at the staff. “That will never affect me. Even if I was still as weak as I was a few years ago, it still wouldn’t work. The magic that binds my body together is orders of magnitude greater.”

      “You’re a human.”

      “No, I’m a human with a body handcrafted by the Succubus Queen Lacrissa. Unless you have something that can tear her handiwork apart at the magical level, maybe find a sword.”

      Maliah stared at him for several long seconds, before dropping the staff.

      The thunk it made echoed along the entire room, and even looped backward. Rys wondered if it would ever end.

      “Ah, sorry. That’s the problem with this room. The bare walls are very fashionable but—” Maliah said.

      “Terrible acoustics. I know. It’s why I usually include sound dampening enchantments.”

      Maliah stroked his goatee. “Those are very difficult to cast. Especially after a building is finished.

      “Well, you learn over time. My first palace lacked one.” Rys frowned. “Not sure what happened to that. I read a book that suggested the Marnn mountains were uninhabited now. Kushan destroyed the citadel inside them.”

      “You… aren’t from around here, are you?” The archwarlock’s eyes looked past Rys, then back at him. “The infernals you use, the power you wield, the things you speak of… Not to mention the reactions you produce from other infernals. Grishaw once spoke of a city named Talarys, but I once heard a different legend from Taren’s familiar, Gnome. That the city was actually named after a man.”

      Rys made a mental note to stay far away from this Gnome. Not that he knew much about her, other than rumors and history books using her name for nearly 800 years.

      “Yes, that’s me,” Rys said. “General Talarys, member of Malusian’s inner circle, born in Ruathym, and former servant to Lacrissa.” He tilted his head to one side. “Well, I’m a former member of Malusian’s inner circle as well.”

      “And you’re out here? In the middle of nowhere?”

      “Not by choice. But it is a nice place to build up my power.” Rys twirled his axe. “Calmed down some?”

      Maliah narrowed his eyes and once again looked around the room. “I am always calm. But I sense negotiations coming.”

      “Oh no. This isn’t a negotiation.” Rys pointed his axe at the archwarlock. “You are the most hated man on the archipelago. A mage who has made countless enemies and inspires fear and revulsion amongst almost everyone I’ve met. Even if you weren’t a firebrand, working with you was out of the question for those facts alone. I couldn’t afford to anger so many people before I established myself and gathered allies.”

      Seconds passed in silence. Rys was certain he could still hear the echo of the staff striking the floor.

      “Past tense,” Maliah said. “Was. Couldn’t. Has that changed?”

      “No. But also yes. Tell me, Maliah, how do you feel about dying?”

      The archwarlock immediately raised his hands, attempting to cast a spell. Rys snapped forward, his axe glowing.

      The first strike took one of Maliah’s arms off. The other merely smashed him to the ground, and Rys planted his boot on the mage’s chest.

      “Apparently my opinions don’t matter. Kings don’t hold votes,” Maliah gasped out.

      “I’m glad you follow,” Rys said. “Archwarlock Maliah Jyarvic can’t survive this fight. The pariah of the archipelago must die in this war. But what happens next? Tarmouth is already concerned about me. Their connections with Gauron will bring attention, and eventually more enemies. It seems to me that we have a common foe.”

      Maliah stared up at him in confusion.

      Rys sighed. “Alright, I’ll cut the bullshit. I have a tower in the middle of nowhere, that nobody knows about. You need to shed your identity, because you’re too toxic to me as you are. But if you choose not to actually die tonight, then you forget about Faeris. You’ll get your revenge on the mage towers of Gauron, and maybe even Taren Hand, but the League is mine. That means I inherit all its past mistakes and future problems.”

      “I see,” Maliah said. “Then I don’t have a choice, do I?”

      “We always have a choice, Maliah. At least until that moment where all control is ripped from us.” Rys’s axe glowed with another infernal blow. “Make yours.”
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      Ten minutes later, Rys reentered the chamber the others were in. Sesrah was nowhere to be seen, and Faeris was pouring blood all over the floor. Fara had her in her lap, her tails desperately trying to staunch the bleeding.

      “Out of the way,” he said, pulling Fara aside. “The scythe’s wounds counter regeneration spells.”

      “Then how are you going to help?” Fara asked.

      A ritual circle appeared beneath Rys and Faeris. After a few long seconds, it glowed with red light and a shimmer appeared in his hand. He placed it against Faeris’s wound. She hissed.

      “I can’t feel anything there,” she said.

      “That should stop the bleeding, but it won’t heal the wound,” he explained, standing back up. “You’ve lost feeling because I effectively stopped everything around your body.”

      “Everything?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” he said. “I don’t do healing, other than to myself. This is like the first step in a replacement Gift. But I can’t reverse cause and effect, I can only pause it. Infernal sorcery can’t shatter reality. We’ll get you back to the palace and a Lilim will heal you properly.”

      “Can’t you do it?” Faeris whined.

      “Apparently the blood loss has already ruined your hearing. A shame.”

      She rolled her eyes at him.

      Leaving the queen to Fara, who still attempted to heal the wound, Rys focused on the two infernals in the room.

      Asa looked fine, but he could feel the exhaustion in her. Her eyes had tracked him since he entered the room.

      Her voice entered his head the moment he looked at her. “He’s not dead.”

      “No,” he replied with mindspeak. “The man formerly known as Maliah Jyarvic can be useful to me. But he needs to seem dead. I don’t know if you can illusion a body…”

      “Not long enough,” she replied, hooking an arm around his and pulling him toward the other infernal in the room. “But I can whip up a convincing enough severed head. I never learned proper fleshsculpting, but I know enough to mess with a body.”

      “Do it. Once I bind Harah, I’ll have her teleport him out of the tower. You’ll need to take him to Varian’s abandoned tower, then let me know so I can pick you up,” he said.

      His eyes finally turned to Harah, who remained stock still and silent. She glared at him.

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t talk,” he said.

      “You said not to move a muscle,” she said.

      “No, I said not to move from where you were.”

      “Same difference.”

      He sighed. This woman…

      “I’d ask you some questions, but you’ll just waste my time,” he said. “You’ll have some time to think about your mistakes in life while I finish the binding ritual. Asa, keep any unwanted guests clear.”

      “Already on it. I’ve been using the spellblades from earlier to keep annoyances away,” Asa said with a lazy salute.

      Swiftly drawing up a binding circle, which was less complicated than a summoning, Rys formed a connection to Harah’s essence. The power of her true name enabled him to command her without any issues, despite the immensity of her essence.

      “Once again, I’m your puppet,” she whined. Her muscles relaxed once the ritual was completed.

      “I didn’t say you could move.”

      “But I know I can. My will is yours, as it once was all those centuries ago.” Her eyes met his, and beneath that burning anger he saw longing.

      Oh, Harah. Always so unwilling to admit her true thoughts.

      “I’ll give you a good spanking later,” he said, causing her to grit her teeth. “Right now, I need you to tell me where Varian is. He’s your summoner, isn’t he?”

      “Was. Pathetic as you are, you still tower over his wormlike being,” Harah said. “As a royal devil, it’s only fitting that someone of your former status commands me.”

      “I think she wants that spanking now, Rys,” Asa said.

      Harah glared at Asa, then at Rys.

      He waited patiently. No more was said, although Asa giggled several times.

      “Harah, I asked a question,” he reminded her.

      She blinked and screwed up her face in thought. A few moments later, she scowled at him to hide the redness flaring on her cheeks. “His new tower is in Gorgria. Specifically, the west. I can show you where on a map.”

      How helpful of her. Rys had expected that he’d need to draw the information from her over a long, sweaty interrogation session. She tended to need assistance before she’d tell him things.

      “Did I hear Gorgria?” Faeris asked, trying to stand.

      “You’re in no condition to worry about it,” he told her. Then he turned back to Harah and sized her up.

      She glared back at him. Her arms automatically covered up her sizeable chest, which was practically hanging out of the tiny clothes she wore.

      When had Harah started wearing such revealing clothing? He never ordered her to dress like that before. Shrugging it off, he moved onto his real objective for her.

      Reaching out over mindspeak, he told her about Maliah and his current status. Harah’s displacement Gift was poorly suited for moving multiple people at once, but it should still work on Maliah.

      Rys had memories of watching her return with a fairly important elf, only for her captive’s internal organs to explode from the pressure created by the Gift. Like with Rys’s teleportation spell, Harah’s Gift didn’t account for a lot of little things necessary for a smooth ride around the globe. For infernals, they didn’t matter—they were tough customers.

      For squishy mortals, they didn’t to die in a quick and horrific manner. Maliah seemed practically invulnerable, so he’d live. Hopefully.

      The quirk of Harah’s lips suggested she hoped that Maliah didn’t, so Rys made sure to order her to minimize the number of teleportations. She scowled at him.

      He also made it clear that she wasn’t to tell anyone about this, and bound her to silence. Harah was the sort to slip up and reveal things, after all.

      “Anyway, it’s time to leave.” Rys walked over to them, and his infernals followed. “We’ll need Mina to create a distraction for us.”

      “They’ll be waiting for us, Rys. Why not have her teleport us out?” Fara pointed at Harah.

      “My displacement Gift is deeply uncomfortable for others. It’s keyed to my—” Harah said, covering for the reason she needed to stay behind.

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re a selfish bitch, right down to your core,” Asa said. “Pretend she doesn’t exist, Harah. Her job is to cut stuff up, get cut up, and then whine about how much she doesn’t like Rys’s fat cock while greedily slurping it down.”

      Harah glared at Asa, but said nothing. No doubt the two had forged a lot of extra history over the past 1500 years. Their relationship had been terrible before, and Rys only imagined it had gotten worse.

      “The real reason is that I need Harah to stay behind. She has a package I need her to drop off,” he said.

      As they left, Mina was already on top of matters. A quick mindspeak to her had the entire city turned upside down.

      Which was a little more than Rys expected. He heard the screams and panic as they descended the elevator. The upper floors had been abandoned, and the atrium was packed with people.

      Asa frowned as they saw the mass get closer and closer. “There’s a lot of fighting outside. And not just nearby.”

      “Not our problem. Mina has command of the city until Grigor sweeps in and cleans up,” Rys said. “She can answer for this then, after he reports on the state of things.”

      He hoped that Mina hadn’t done anything too bad. This felt like a lot more than a distraction to him. Harah might not be the only woman getting a spanking when all was said and done.

      The crowd stared at them when they reached the bottom. Without even saying a word, they parted for him.

      This wasn’t Leth’s magic at work. They were genuinely terrified of him—mages, merchants, and guards alike. He strode through the gap they made.

      Rebuilding the League would be one hell of an effort. Then again, maybe they needed a reminder that what they had built wasn’t a good thing. If Rys tore it down and rebuilt it, but kept the mages, then nobody could say a bad word about him.

      He might keep the forbidden magic research under wraps, however.

      The moment they stepped outside, the guards became far less fearful. A line of mages and soldiers held fast around the tower, as hordes of demihumans tore into them.

      “A slave revolt,” Faeris said. “I’ve always wondered how to instigate one.”

      Rys sighed. While the immediate results looked good, the sheer amount of death produced was enormous. Without support, even the weakened League could put down an army of malnourished, unarmed demihumans.

      “Mina, focus on minimizing casualties,” he told her over mindspeak. “I’ll have Grigor sweep in as fast as possible, before this turns into mass slaughter.”

      Which it already was. What a waste.

      Rys would need to bring Alsia south to clean up this mess. Graem as well.

      Before the guards turned on them, Rys teleported the lot of them away. They appeared close to the safehouse. The streets were empty, although distant screams echoed off the buildings.

      Asa separated from them here, making an excuse about needing to keep an eye on Mina.

      Once inside the safehouse, Rys immediately sent them through. Mina and the others would remain here, hard at work. While he had planned to bring her back, she needed to finish what she had started.

      Because she had started something big. As spymaster, she’d own this, including the assessments made by Grigor, Alsia, and Graem.

      “Mo—Queen…” Maeve shouted when they came back through, struggling to find an appropriate way to address Faeris.

      Graem looked between Maeve and Faeris, then at Rys. “Can you heal it?” he asked.

      “She needs to see the Lilim in the palace,” Rys said. “I’ll head there now. Meet me there. Leave the portal open, as another infernal needs to use it later.”

      His body felt the stress and exhaustion of drawing on so much of Castle Aion’s power. At this point, he could remain active outside the palace for a couple of days straight, but actively using his strength burned through time much faster. He felt as though he’d fought several battles, instead of just one.

      Mary, the chief Lilim, took Faeris away when he returned. Once back, he retreated to his war room with orders to send the others here.

      Over the next few hours, he caught up on what he’d missed. Grigor had successfully taken Corford. Once again, no enemy infernals appeared.

      Rys ordered his old friend to focus on New Ahm. That would likely require splitting his army in two, but with assistance from the forces near the Labyrinth entrance, Rys had confidence in Grigor.

      Plus, once he dealt with Varian, there would be no reason to play things safe anymore.

      Vallis entered the room not long after he returned to the palace. She stood next to him, but seemed concerned.

      “Mina had a little chat with me earlier,” she said, her tone measured but concerned.

      “How long ago?” Rys asked.

      “About the time you returned.”

      “I see. Who was the relay?”

      “Asa. I assume she already knew what happened?”

      Rys snorted. “You don’t need to beat around the bush. Mina’s been pushing boundaries, and while she’s coming into her own, she’s also making decisions that… I don’t necessarily agree with.”

      “Yeah, she was pretty cut up to learn that you didn’t agree with the slave rebellion. I don’t think she understands the raw cost that comes with,” Vallis said.

      “It’s not a bad thing if she learns to make choices that don’t align with mine,” he said, running his fingers over Gorgria on the map. “But she needs to own them and show results. Up until now, she’s basically been my loyal and predictable spymaster, who only tries to please me.”

      “I don’t think she wants that to change.” Vallis sighed. “You’ve been telling me to be more confident, which should apply to Mina. Will you act like this if I make a similarly bad decision? What if I overlook the wrong mistake by a subordinate, thinking that I’m doing what you advised?”

      Rys looked at her. She seemed serious.

      He sighed in return. “Vallis, do you think that Grigor only does things I agree with?”

      “I mean, yes? You never complain about Grigor.”

      “Grigor does a lot of things I don’t agree with, or would at least do differently.” He tapped Vallis on the nose when she stared at him in shock, and she stumbled backward. “But I let him do those things without question because I trust him. That’s what you and Mina need to become. I don’t need to approve of every decision and idea you have, but if you can prove that I should trust you, then it doesn’t matter. If Mina’s assessment is positive enough despite her decisions, then she’ll be close to that position. If not…” He shrugged. “Well, she’s young.”

      The door opened and the others entered. Namely, Harah, Fara, and Graem. Maeve was curiously missing, and Asa hadn’t finished ferrying Maliah yet.

      “Mave is mentally preparing for the coming battle,” Graem said, blatantly lying. “I understand we’ve found Varian.”

      Rys looked at Harah, who was looking around curiously. When she ignored him, he cleared his throat.

      Her cheeks reddening, Harah darted up to the map table. After a moment, she placed her finger inside a mountain valley on the western side of Gorgria.

      The island, that is. Faeris’s kingdom only stretched halfway across the island it was named after. Varian had set up shop outside that area.

      “I know there are some warlords and nobles who claim territory in the west of the island, but is there anything out here?” Rys asked Graem.

      “Deep in the forest, close to a mountain? Absolutely nothing. That’s probably why he’s there.”

      “Hard to get magical catalysts, however,” Rys noted.

      Then he frowned and used mindspeak to check in with Mina. She sounded beaten down when she answered, but he ignored her attitude.

      “Is Gorgria still facing logistical problems?” he asked.

      “Yeah?” she answered. “Is something wrong?”

      “No. Has Liorne reported anything to you?” He added that last part before she became too despondent.

      “I haven’t heard a thing from him or the other foxes. Auntie Nia is still on Kavolara, so I don’t have great connections to the Garrote Clan agents,” Mina said.

      “Then I’ll assume that they’re busy,” he said. “Just as you are. And don’t act so down—I already spoke to Vallis.”

      Rys could feel the wince across the connection, as Mina accidentally projected emotions rather than words. Rather than let her dig her own grave, he cut off the connection.

      Back in the palace, he had bigger fish to fry. Rys tapped a finger on Faeris’s kingdom.

      “I sent Liorne and the foxes in to investigate, assuming this was meddling of some sort. I imagine I was right if Varian is there. He and Tephrys must be redirecting supplies.”

      But for how long was the real question. Varian had abandoned his tower several months ago. In order to construct a new one, he’d need a lot of resources.

      Remembering that he had a great source for that information, he asked Harah.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “My former summoner changed locations within a week of attacking you, but assigned my sister and I to protect Maliah at the time. It wasn’t until December that we saw his new tower, and it was already built. It’s far grander in size, but lacks the cavern system. I believe he is relying on the pact for magical energy now.”

      What did that even mean? Harah was frustrating to gain information from, and Rys didn’t have the patience right now.

      “Once Asa returns, we’re heading there,” he told the others. “Gather everybody. I’ll switch us over to the Gorgrian palace, and we’ll teleport there.”

      “Everybody?” Graem asked.

      Rys scowled as he realized they were still at war. “Everybody who is available. Grigor needs to lead the army, but we’ll see who he can spare.”

      The answer was a lot. Grigor knew how serious Rys was, and returned more than enough infernals for an assault on Varian’s tower.

      Despite that, Rys knew he was stretching his forces too thin. Gorgria couldn’t respond, especially with Faeris incapacitated and their logistics in ruins.

      But if he waited, Varian would have the chance to respond with a portal, or even move locations again. That wasn’t an option.

      A part of Rys’s mind told him that there was always a way through. So long as he found Varian’s tower, then he could make the problem go away. That was what power was for.

      The force Rys mustered outside the tower several days later was larger than he expected, and smaller than he needed.

      The Black Sorcerers were here, as were Fara, Harah, and Asa. Fred and Margrim had been spared by Grigor, and rallied the hundred or so demons and Kinadain nearby. Even the Arcas devil he’d recruited during the attack on the palace was here. Rys had also wrested another succubus from Mina, and wrangled the assistance of the infamous “General Tarasu.”

      How humble of such a grand general to join Rys on such a minor endeavor.

      The little devil steered well clear of Rys. Word was already spreading like wildfire that Rys had broken cover and killed Maliah Jyarvic himself for saying Taras’s name incorrectly.

      “Who is spreading these rumors?” he asked nobody in particular.

      “Taras, obviously,” Fara said drily. “He’s beaten you this time. When you blew up the fake in Avolar, it was a pretty good counter, but he has you stumped this time, doesn’t he?”

      “Maybe. I’m sure it will make a great excuse to reward him, but his empowerment circle is inscribed with his actual name. In a language that doesn’t include the letters necessary to spell his fake name.” Rys glared at nothing in particular.

      “What will you do if it doesn’t work?”

      “Fara, his name is Taras. It will work.”

      “But if it doesn’t, and his fake name works, doesn’t that mean he’s convinced the world that his name is Tarasu.”

      Rys’s eye twitched at the name.

      “Are you sure this is a game?” Fara asked, her voice full of concern.

      “I don’t like losing.”

      “Ah. I really shouldn’t be surprised.”

      Their light banter covered up a rather depressing fact.

      For all the haste that Rys had mustered his force, it didn’t matter.

      A vast fortress lay before them, laid into a mountainside. It looked a little like the entrances to the dwarven underground. They used great forts like this to protect their citadels from external enemies.

      The difference was that dwarven fortresses didn’t have crackling blue domes that even Fat Fred’s mass couldn’t crush. His halberd had bounced off it as well, leaving Rys with fewer options than he’d like.

      “I’m going to tell Vallis to buy those red barrier devices,” he told Fara. “Varian built this tower while living in a swamp, and he gets a blue barrier. What does the king of an island get?”

      “Rys.”

      “Gold.”

      Fara’s tails waved back and forth while she pretended to hold her face in her hand. He heard the muffled giggles.

      “But this is a problem,” he admitted. “Short of spending a few days here, I don’t think we can crack it. And we’ve been here for hours and seen no movement.”

      “Asa was confident they’re in there.”

      “Sure, but if they’re not out here, that means they’re preparing to relocate. Varian’s portals are a nuisance.”

      Rys knew he had only one shot. If Varian escaped here, who knew where he’d pop up.

      Maybe he should bring Freisa here. Her raw power might be enough to crack the barrier.

      But what if it wasn’t? He’d waste another day, and leave the palace unprotected, all for nothing.

      The power emanating from the barrier greatly exceeded Rys’s expectations. He called Harah up.

      “How’s he powering this? You mumbled something about using the pact energy,” he asked her.

      “That’s how I suspect he’s powering it. At his old tower, he had massive devices in the caverns that channeled magical energy into the tower and his magitech factories. Here, he has nothing. His source of power must be the pact,” she answered.

      Given the size of the caverns, Rys wondered how large those magitech factories must have been. Fara and the others had spent hours exploring the damn things.

      “If it has the pact of a royal devil behind it, then the only thing that will match it is another royal devil or the equivalent,” he said, thinking aloud. “I have the power, but not the skill. Too much of my sorcery is sealed away.”

      At the moment, he suspected that the only people available who might crack it open were Imira and Freisa. Morai could if she was anywhere close, but he doubted Kirik had the power.

      And if Fred’s halberd couldn’t, that ruled out Grigor. The runes on that halberd specialized in penetration.

      Rys spent another hour thinking about the conundrum, but he kept coming back to the same solution.

      It wasn’t one he liked, but it was the one he had available.

      His mind made up, Rys prepared a summoning circle—the most complicated he’d created since reawakening.
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      “This looks complicated,” Fara said.

      “That’s because it is,” Asa said, alarm in her voice. “Rys, this is nuts. I thought you were trying to avoid attention.”

      “Ariel already contacted me,” Rys said. “She’s who sent that box I received before the war.”

      Everyone stared at him. While he had drawn up the summoning circle, Fara had been joined by Asa, Margrim, Harah, and Maeve.

      “I suppose she is Tephrys’s master,” Asa said.

      Harah remained silent, but looked away.

      “I take it you know something,” Rys said to Harah. “Well, spill it.”

      “My former summoner—”

      “Just call him Varian. His name won’t hurt your delicate sensibilities.”

      The assassin glared at him before continuing. “He summoned the Devil Queen first. Sesrah advised him to summon a royal devil, and he decided to request aid from an old source. Apparently he had been in contact with her before, on Gauron.”

      Given Varian’s history, that narrowed down when that might have happened.

      But still, Varian knew both Darus and Ariel. No wonder he and his friends had attracted so much attention.

      Rys would draw that level of attention once Gauron realized who and what he was. He needed to be ready to handle the militaries of multiple nations, as well as Azrael’s agents, and whatever this Inquisition could bring to bear. Maybe even Azrael himself.

      “Well, that was foolish of him. Even I’m unwilling to summon her. I imagine she easily penetrated the protections of his circle?” Rys asked, while confirming the protections of his own summoning circle.

      Given who he was about to summon, it was pretty important to get these right.

      “Yes, although I don’t believe he realized,” Harah said. “I believe that is how the Devil Queen learned of your return.”

      So Varian didn’t deserve a name, and Harah refused to speak Ariel’s. How adorable.

      “As you’ve heard, it’s not that important to keep Hell’s eye away from me. If Ariel knows about me, everyone does,” he said. “Now let me put the finishing touches on this.”

      Naturally, the non-infernals didn’t realize who he was summoning. For that matter, Margrim didn’t appear to recognize the name either.

      Although that might be because Rys had written it in Royal Devil. Even though he planned to summon a demon, it would be insulting to use anything less than the highest language available for this infernal.

      Once satisfied with his circle, Rys began the summoning process. It took a little longer than usual, as these specific rituals weren’t his forte.

      This was, after all, a temporary summoning circle, not a binding circle.

      The flash of red light told him that his summoning had succeeded, although the puff of darkness looked quite pathetic in broad daylight. There was a reason summoners like to work in enclosed places with dim lighting.

      A four-armed demon loomed in the circle. And he genuinely loomed. His arms were as thick as tree trunks and formed of muscles that made steel cord look fragile. Four red triangular eyes burned inside his vicious, bestial visage as he scanned his surroundings. Only his bottom half was covered in armor, and he wore a feathered cape from his neck.

      Rys knew that the cape was formed from feathers harvested from docile angels. While their wings took on a tendril-like appearance in combat, they looked closer to those of a hawk ordinarily.

      The demon was a Bausfrahr, naturally. He stood at least twenty-feet tall. Shorter than Araunth, but far above almost any other living demon. Unlike Fred’s bulk of lard, this demon was all muscle.

      His eyes finally settled on Rys. A broad, vicious grin crossed the demon’s face.

      Then he let out a booming laugh that echoed off the mountains and caused some to cover their ears. Fara definitely didn’t appreciate his volume.

      “So, you really are up and kicking again,” the demon said. “Lacrissa’s been spending all her time holed in her bedroom like a whiny toddler since Asa vanished.” He nodded at the nearby succubus, who waved cheerfully in return. “But I couldn’t believe it. Where the fuck have you been, Rys?”

      “Sleeping. Then I rolled the wrong way and couldn’t go back to sleep,” Rys joked. “How’s tricks, Argran?”

      The second-oldest and second-most-powerful demon lord alive, Argran, let out a chuckle. “Same old, same old. Big Mal turned some human into a devil about a thousand years ago… or maybe longer? He doesn’t matter, though. Imitation can’t match the real thing, and you’re back.” He looked around. “Where’s Grigs? I know he’s here. He disappeared first and the two of you are thick as thieves.”

      “Conquering a country for me.”

      “Ah, he’s good at that. Nice to see some things don’t change.”

      Finally, Argran heaved a great sigh. If the circle weren’t here to protect them, a few people would have been bowled over by it.

      “So, let’s cut to the chase. I’m all for chitchat with an old friend, but I prefer to do it over a gallon of ale.” The demon lord turned around, then saw the castle. “This circle is all business, but tell me this isn’t what you have in mind, Rys.”

      “You’re a big guy. That’s a big castle. It’s even got a royal devil powering it,” Rys said.

      Argran grunted. “Tephrys, right? He vanished after Grishaw, so I figure you already cleaned up birdbrain.”

      “That’s the one. Interested?”

      “Always. But you know the drill. What’s in it for me?” The demon lord leaned forward as far as the circle allowed him and stared down at Rys, who was roughly a third his height. “Can’t work for free. Big Mal would chuck a shit if I didn’t have a solid contract.”

      As if that was Argran’s real reason that he wanted payment. Despite his friendly persona, he was an ancient demon lord who regularly matched wits with Lacrissa. A naïve fool who helped friends without benefit would have been consumed by her millennia ago.

      “How about a drink?” Rys offered.

      He heard the sputtering and coughs of surprise from around him. Margrim and a few other infernals even tried to protest, before being told to shut up by Asa.

      Argran merely crossed his four burly arms.

      “After the summoning, of course,” Rys added. “Can’t have you drink on the job.”

      The demon lord narrowed his four glowing eyes. “So. Let me clarify this. I knock down that barrier, smash up the castle, and wring the life out of a clown who thinks he’s the Devil Queen’s sweetheart. And you’re going to buy me a drink?”

      Rys hadn’t said anything about buying the drink, but felt it would be needlessly pedantic to point this out.

      Argran blinked, then grinned. “No, we’ll have a drink. Together. After the summoning is over. Right?”

      “That’s the long and short of it,” Rys said. “So, do we have a deal?”

      “Sure. That’s a pretty fair trade.”

      Rys felt the confusion and surprise from those surrounding him. Even the Kinadain knew something was awry.

      He had, after all, just negotiated for the services of one of the most powerful beings in existence, in exchange for some alcohol.

      With the deal agreed, Rys finished the contract. The entire circle shined bright enough that most watching shielded their eyes. When it cleared, Argran stretched out.

      “It’s been a hot minute since I’ve been on Gauron. Not since Samael summoned me and Kris to kick in the teeth of those shadowbeasts,” he said. “You don’t mind if I take my time turning Tephrys inside out?”

      “I have some business with the mage in the castle, so be my guest.”

      “Always working more than one angle. I’m looking forward to that drink.” Argran attempted to wink, which involved closing the eyes on the right half of his face.

      Then he strode up to the barrier. With his back toward Rys, the spiky mane he had became visible.

      Increasingly visible, in fact, as it began to glow. First red, then white, and finally prismatic. Magical energy poured off him, and those close to him ran for cover.

      Rys didn’t move, but his retinue stuck close.

      Finally, Argran pulled back both of his right arms. That entire side of his body rippled with light.

      Then he slammed his fists into the barrier.

      The shockwave blew the leaves off trees, knocked down some of the Kinadain, and ruffled Rys’s hair. Fara’s tails waved around wildly and she cursed, although nobody could hear it over the sound of the impact.

      Magically, the same thing happened. A wave of pressure washed across Rys, but he saw several of the weaker infernals shudder at the feeling.

      The barrier cracked, but remained intact. Argran’s mane had lost some of its brightness, but he simply cocked his other arms and struck again. And again.

      His fourth blow turned the barrier into shards. The shockwaves had died down by then, although the demon lord still had a glowing mane. He shook his entire body and he returned to his normal appearance.

      Turning, Argran gave Rys a cheery wave. “Don’t forget about the drink, Rys.”

      Then he wandered toward the castle, which felt even more abandoned than it had before. If there had been any infernals inside it before, Rys imagined they were scurrying for their lives now. Taking blows from Argran would kill them instantly.

      Silence followed, broken only by the explosive echoes that Argran produced from the castle.

      “Rys, what the fuck?” Fara asked.

      “Do you recall that contract I made with Morai?” he said. “Infernal contracts come with implicit conditions. What did I promise Argran?”

      “A drink.” Her eyes widened and her tails dropped to the ground. “After the summoning. That’s impossible.”

      “Yes. Which means I need to summon him again.” He used mindspeak to order everyone to gather in preparation for an assault.

      “Permanently?” Fara asked. “No, you just promised a drink.”

      Asa snorted. “Sure, that’s the letter of the contract. But Argran sure as hell won’t be satisfied with that. There’s an art to infernal contracts, especially between those at the very top. Rys can weasel out of his end of the deal, but he’ll never get a favor out of the big boy again.”

      “That’s right. This is a trade made on the back of an old friendship. I summoned Argran instead of Araunth because I know Araunth would have refused—he’s too loyal to Ariel,” he explained. “But to fulfill my end of the deal, I need to find a way to bring Argran back permanently.”

      And Rys had no intentions of forming pacts. Argran would probably be insulted if he tried.

      After a few minutes, his army had formed up. A path had been cleared into the castle, and Rys intended to make use of it.

      But he didn’t know where he was going. Fortunately, he knew some who did.

      “Harah, where is Varian holed up?” he asked while his forces waited for his orders.

      She made a face, as if she had hoped he wouldn’t ask her about this. That set off alarm bells in his mind.

      “There is an underground tower in the center of the castle,” she said. “The central hall has a hidden stairwell, and there are dozens of levels before you reach the bottom.”

      “Can we just jump down?” Asa asked.

      “No. It has stairs. It’s not a hole in the ground, you idiot.”

      “Just checking that you’re not leaving out information. You wouldn’t do that, would you?” Asa’s voice was syrupy sweet.

      Harah pretended not to hear Asa. It was a good thing she was an assassin, not a spy. While she could boss others around, Harah’s judgment left a lot to be desired.

      “What aren’t you telling us, Harah?” Rys asked.

      She didn’t answer. He sighed.

      “You always make this more difficult than necessary. I don’t have time to make you sticky and sweaty right now,” he said.

      Harah growled. “If you want to know, then ask the right question, General Talarys.”

      “I’m not a general, I’m a king,” he said, thinking of what to ask. “What defenses does he have?”

      “I don’t know. They’ve never been activated.”

      “Does he have summons or constructs inside? Or more of those husks?”

      “He used them all to attack you. So no.”

      He drummed his fingers on his axe blade. “Is there some other danger in there? Something that I, or anyone else here, should be careful of?”

      This felt like a damn game. Rys was keenly reminded of why he had chosen not to waste time on Harah until now, and wondered if he should mount her on the wall when he got back and forget about her. As a devil, she didn’t need to eat or drink, after all. She’d be very low maintenance.

      Harah’s puffed cheeks were a sign that he’d finally hit the jackpot.

      “I know what I can do with you,” he said. “Use you as a textbook example of why I don’t waste time making everyone sign contracts forcing them to obey me.” He looked pointedly at Fara.

      Her ears and tails lowered. “I get it.”

      “Well, Harah? Answer the question,” he said.

      “His domain is filled with magical energy,” she said.

      “That’s it?”

      Groaning, Harah continued talking, “It’s very high density. To a royal devil like me, it’s barely noticeable. Even you can probably shrug it off. But to lesser infernals or ordinary mortals, they’ll be swimming in a literal sea of magic. It will be choking to them. The energy levels there are high enough that even toddlers could cast fireballs, but their bodies wouldn’t survive more than a few seconds.”

      Given she had yet to meet Luara, Rys doubted that Harah had his daughter in mind with that comparison.

      “High density magical energy,” he repeated.

      Thoughts began to form in his mind. Between Graem’s information on Varian, the mage’s brief appearance at the palace, and now this, Rys was beginning to form a very strong suspicion.

      “Asa, we’ll need to leave almost everyone behind,” Rys said, hiding his frustration. If he’d asked Harah this before…

      “Got it. Hey, bitch, are you sure that dense magic doesn’t extend past his underground lair?” Asa glared at Harah while speaking.

      “Yes. I never felt it in the rest of the castle.”

      The succubus turned to Rys. “Then I’ll have most of them stand guard above the staircase. We’ll be pretty limited in numbers, though.”

      “I know. But an overload of magical energy will kill, not banish.”

      Asa gave Fred the orders, preferring to let him do the actual work. Given the demon prince’s bulk, Rys suspected he wouldn’t be able to descend down the stairs.

      Then again, maybe he could roll down them and clear the path.

      Once ready, his army swept into the castle. They found little of interest. The corpses of a few devils were strewn about almost at random, but little else. Rys heard the sound of battle from farther within and dust frequently fell from the ceiling due to the rumbling.

      He forced Harah to lead them to the staircase and then open it for them. It was exactly as described: a staircase that led to more underground floors. They felt similar to smaller versions of what the Black Sorcerers were building in his kingdom for their own tower. Presumably, this was what a mage tower built for one man looked like.

      “This is basically a mirror of the one we saw in the swamp,” Fara said as they descended. “Except it feels… weird.”

      Rys looked at her. “Go back up if you’re feeling any ill effects.”

      “No, not like that. My tails are just…” She let out a shudder. “I don’t know.”

      The fox leaned against him and her tails wrapped around his body. Her fingers trailed down his armor, which didn’t have the effect she probably thought it did. Particularly as he wore armor over his crotch for special protection.

      “You know that you’re as much mine as I’m yours, right, Rys?” she muttered, nibbling on his ear.

      The others with them stared at Fara. There weren’t many of them. Asa, Margrim, Harah, and the spare Arcas devil—her name was Lyolla, but Rys tended to call her Lyo. Rys had left the other succubus with the rest of the group, in case they needed her mental manipulation powers.

      “Uh, I’m always up for a solid fuck, but this isn’t really the place,” Asa said. “Didn’t know that foxes get drunk on magic.”

      “I don’t think this is drunk. Fara acts a little different and isn’t this aggressive. She’s usually cute,” he said.

      The fox growled in return. “I can be whatever I want to be, Rys. If the others can strut around with their asses hanging out, and my niece can bounce around in your office all day, why can’t I claim you the way I want?”

      Asa coughed, then looked at the Arcas devil, Lyo. “Uh, you wanna take her out of here?”

      Lyo looked at Rys askance. The Arcas seemed to have difficulty following orders from other infernals. Rys found it adorable, even if she irritated Grigor and Asa. It’s not like she’d last that long once a serious fight rolled around. Might as well let the young devil enjoy her time while she had it.

      “Take her topside,” Rys said. “Fara, we’ll talk about your claim after this.”

      “Rys—” Fara tried to say.

      “No. Go. You should know that you’re not feeling right.”

      Fortunately, she didn’t put up much of a fight. After checking that nobody else felt the mysterious urge to have sex with Rys in the middle of a mission, they continued descending.

      A few floors down, they found Varian. The masked and armored man stood alone in an empty room, his hands folded behind his back.

      “I had wondered if you would come in person. Welcome to my abode, King Talarys,” Varian said.
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      “That’s not him, boss,” Margrim said. “Has his magic, though, but not the essence.” The Ashen pointed his fingers at his eyes, then at Varian.

      The mage in question clicked his tongue, which gave off an oddly artificial and cold noise. Not unlike Orthrus’s voice, in fact. Both had that mysteriously empty quality, much more so than Maeve’s projected voice.

      “I hadn’t realized soulsight would see through this so quickly,” Varian said. “A shame. I had hoped to enjoy the satisfaction of watching you defeat my puppet, then leave with the feeling of victory, only to emerge again and again over the years.”

      “Is that how you keep disappearing?” Rys asked, amused. “You just let somebody destroy one of your puppets, and everybody thinks you’re dead?”

      “Not quite. I haven’t needed to use the technique in the archipelago, but I did need to improvise it on Gauron. Azrael’s revenant was quite the tricky customer. As unassuming as he looked, the astral power he wielded far exceeded any other power I’ve witnessed. Save perhaps the demon lord traipsing about upstairs.” Varian’s puppet pointed a gloved finger at the ceiling.

      Revenant? Was the agent that Graem had mentioned an undead servant? The fact Azrael had created a revenant, let alone one capable of astral power, piqued Rys’s interest.

      Something to investigate later.

      “So, you don’t sincerely wish to talk?” Rys asked.

      “I don’t believe there’s much to talk about. You proved as much in the Labyrinth, when you betrayed us.”

      “Attacking you during a deal isn’t betrayal.”

      Varian’s glowing blue eyes narrowed and matched the slits of his mask. “Spoken like a true traitor. No, I have no time for allies of that woman. You will die here, and I shall find her and tear her still-beating heart from her body and crush it in front of her as she breathes her last.”

      Wow. That was a very specific revenge fantasy. Rys would give him credit for it, if it weren’t so cliched.

      “Well, this has been a great conversation, but—”

      Before Rys could cast his own hellfire, the fake Varian leaped backward. Tendrils of magic escaped him, and conjured dozens of bright balls of blue light.

      A blood red barrier sprung up around them as Rys protected them. The orbs slammed into the barrier, bouncing off it like balls. Varian began preparing another spell, ignoring the projectiles whenever they slammed into him.

      “I got this, boss,” Margrim said. His hands glowed with both of his elements, hellfire and water.

      Rys dropped the barrier. In that instant, a cocoon of ice formed around them. A circle of hellfire formed below Varian. The mage leaped aside, barely dodging the pillar of flames.

      Only to be hit by another as Rys followed up from Margrim. Even more fire joined in, forming tendrils as it wrapped around Varian. Rys and Margrim combined their expertise and shrouded their enemy’s body in enough hellfire to kill a demon lord.

      The balls of light winked out of existence. After a few seconds, both men ceased their spells.

      “Empty,” Asa said, kicking the empty suit of armor.

      It had been charred and twisted from the hellfire, but there wasn’t anything in it.

      “Pretty shit decoy. Why would he even think we’d be fooled by killing this thing?” Asa picked up the mask and shattered it in her hands. “Rys, let me break the next one. I bet the guy has like ten of these things.”

      True to her prediction, they ran into another three floors down. Harah shrugged when questioned about it, while Asa beat the fake Varian to death with his own arms.

      “I didn’t realize the empty suits could be controlled like this,” Harah said defensively.

      “How many did he have?”

      “Nine. Not including the one he wears.”

      Rys would go mad if they had to destroy nine Varians. They weren’t terribly dangerous, but they were durable. A fact that Asa was greatly enjoying.

      “Shouldn’t he be way more powerful?” Asa said as she repeated the procedure with the next one. “Like, he’s strong, but I reckon that Maliah guy was stronger. Guy could take a hit.”

      “You’re saying that like you hit him yourself,” Rys said, aware that Asa hadn’t fought Maliah directly in New Ahm.

      The way his succubus refused to look at him suggested he might need to apologize to Maliah. He’d already lost an arm, and Asa had apparently punched him for some reason.

      After that, the remaining floors were mysteriously absent of punching bags for Asa. They found out why once they reached the very bottom.

      The real Varian stood in front of a long workbench, fiddling with the runes on a breastplate. Nine pedestals lined the walls of the room, but only six had matching suits of armor on them.

      Above them, a crystal the size of a small house hung from the ceiling. It looked blue, but Rys knew that was only because of the magical energy inside it. All forms of energy had a natural color—infernal energy tended toward red or black, and unstable magical energy was prismatic. But the local magical energy of Harrium was a soft blue.

      It also matched the blue glow of Varian’s eyes and that of his magic. Even his portal had the same color.

      Graem had said that Varian’s human enchantment had been significantly better than his or Maliah’s. Like those men, Varian’s magic possessed a consistent color and light.

      But then, why did he live inside a tower pumped full of magic, with a gigantic crystal battery in the bottom, while wearing a suit of all-covering armor?

      “You said I should be more powerful,” Varian said, placing the breastplate on the table. “Allow me to fulfill your request.”

      Before anyone could react, he pointed an arm at Asa. A spell swelled and fired off in the blink of an eye, as quick as Rys could manage even his simplest spells.

      A hole the size of a fist appeared in Asa’s torso. She gasped and fell to her knees in shock. Varian raised his arm, aiming at her head. In response, Rys immediately began preparing his most reliable spell, which consisted of two concentric ritual circles. Its size and complexity caused it to fill much of the chamber, but Rys still had to be careful to remain inside it.

      Harah vanished, and Varian immediately swung around. Predictably, she appeared behind him. The simple scythe that Rys had forged for her deflected the first blast of magic. As she swung at him, he simply glided backward across the floor.

      Hellfire slammed into him, and pillars of ice blocked him in. Tendrils of blue light erupted from within the flames and vaporized the ice. The hellfire struggled to keep up with the amount of magic around it and winked out.

      Margrim grunted and began summoning more hellfire. Varian dropped to his knees and slammed a fist into the ground.

      Right before a pillar of magical light vaporized Margrim, Rys knocked him out of the way with magic. Then he unhooked his axe and charged it with an infernal blow.

      Asa surged forward before he could do anything. Her scream of fury echoed off the walls as she slammed her fist into Varian’s armor. The loud, empty clang sounded in Rys’s ears. It had little effect on Varian, however, and he hurled her away with an immense amount of strength.

      The mage’s arms then pulsed with magical energy and the air began to shimmer with crystals of prismatic light. This was an immolation technique, but far more advanced than the one that Graem had used years ago.

      This much power would vaporize everything in the room.

      Harah appeared behind the mage. At that moment, the battle could have gone either way.

      The Gifts of Harah and her sister were unique and complicated, but they boiled down to targeting an enemy’s magical essence directly and turning their attacks against them. Specifically, Harah possessed a causality Gift that allowed her to turn any mortal blow against her enemy. Combined with her ability to directly strike magical essence, fighting her without necessary preparation could easily be suicide.

      Like right now. If Varian finished his spell—which was sure to kill everyone in the room, including Rys—then Harah’s causality Gift would activate. Humans weren’t usually that vulnerable to attacks on their essence, as they weren’t formed of magic like infernals were.

      But Rys strongly suspected that Varian wouldn’t survive the counterattack.

      The real question was: did Varian know how Harah’s Gift worked? Darus might not have explained how the sisters’ Gifts worked when she sent Sesrah to help him.

      When Varian abruptly abandoned his spell with a grunt, Rys had his answer. He blocked Harah’s blow with one hand, then blasted a hole in her thigh with the other. The assassin blinked away without making a noise.

      Then Rys was on him. His axe glowed with his power.

      Naturally, Varian blocked it with his arm. The energy blasted out, strong enough to sever limbs, blow people apart, or at least break the arm.

      Rys watched Varian’s arm snap backward, before righting itself. The mage leaped backward, but was running out of corners to retreat into. Harah and Asa were back on their feet, ignoring the holes in their bodies. Both were noble devils, and took a lot of punishment to go down.

      After checking that he was still within his ritual circle, Rys returned his focus to his larger spell.

      “I can do this for all eternity, you realize,” Varian said, preparing to summon more power.

      “Is that because you have a huge magical battery, or because you don’t have a body and therefore don’t need to sleep?” Rys asked.

      Varian froze. The others looked at Rys, but were too focused on the battle to react with surprise.

      “You’re fishing,” Varian said.

      “No, both of those things are true. The crystal up there is one of the largest batteries I’ve ever seen. It reminds me a lot of a worldstone. But then, so do you. You’re so overloaded with magical energy that you’re just spilling it out into Harrium. Not even a dragon’s body could withstand it. Trust me, it’s been tested. They hooked up a dragon to a worldstone once,” Rys explained.

      “A worldstone… That’s the ancient term for Sources, isn’t it?”

      Rys looked at Margrim, who nodded.

      “Mages these days called them Sources. Like ‘source of magic,’” Margrim explained.

      “Huh. It’s not as catchy or as awesome.” Rys shrugged. “But I’m right, aren’t I? Nothing about you adds up. Your voice, your appearance, the empty sound when Asa hit you, your ability to survive walking through your unstable portal—and most importantly, you thought that empty suits of armor could confuse us into thinking we won. When you used that trick on Gauron, it was against an enemy that knew what you were, wasn’t it?”

      Varian straightened up and crossed his arms. “I was right to approach you when I did. It’s a genuine shame that we couldn’t work together. Your knowledge of magical theory and observation abilities are impressive. Yes, I don’t have a body. It was lost as part of a foolish ritual that my friends and I undertook after receiving knowledge from Darus.”

      A trick ritual. No wonder Maliah had been irritated that Varian had gone back to Darus, if she had been responsible for this mess to begin with.

      “And the magical battery?” Rys asked, deeply curious.

      “I am magic. Without a body, I can channel an infinite amount of magical energy into Harrium. But that also means that I cannot exist without that magical energy.”

      So the high density of energy had been to maintain him. Rys had suspected as much—Varian exuded too much magic for any one person to sustain. But with this huge battery and a pact backing him…

      “That’s what the magical collectors were for,” Harah said. “You were maintaining your body.”

      “Indeed. It’s also why I don’t leave my domain. Maliah has greatly assisted me since the… loss of my friends.” Varian’s tone became far deeper when he mentioned those ‘friends.’ “But this is a pointless conversation. There is nothing we can offer one another.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” Rys said. “But before I waste any time here, can I ask what the terms of your pact with Tephrys were?”

      “I would grant him a kingdom, and he would grant me the power to kill Queen Faeris and destroy all her allies. Simple, no?”

      Not really. Rys could already think of a lot of problems with a pact that vague.

      No wonder Tephrys had thought he could impress Ariel. Even if Varian succeeded, he’d be required to effectively serve Tephrys forever to grant him that kingdom.

      But all that mattered to Rys were Varian’s terms.

      “Pacts are unbreakable,” Rys said, feeling his tone darken as he realized there was only one solution available. “Even after Argran banishes Tephrys, you’ll still need to fulfill your terms or die yourself. You need to grant him a kingdom and possibly might even need to kill Faeris and all her allies.”

      Varian nodded. “Indeed. It is an agreement that puts us at odds for all eternity, no?”

      Rys nodded back.

      Then he began to activate the ritual he had been holding onto the entire time. Varian looked down at it and shook his head.

      “I am magic, King Talarys. You cannot dispel me.”

      “Well, in the handful of seconds you’ll be alive for, put your knowledge of magical theory to use and try to understand why you’re dying,” Rys said.

      The Absolute Disruption ritual activated in a surge of light.

      The blue light in Varian’s eyes flickered. The subtle feeling of magic constantly surging around them vanished, smothered by Rys’s spell.

      Varian collapsed to the floor, his arms falling limp. He tried gasping for air he didn’t need.

      “You’re not disrupting spells,” he said, awe filling his voice. “You’re smothering all magical energy around us. I… I can’t feel anything. For the first time in far too long, the world is no longer a blazing fire.”

      Then his eyes winked out and his armor collapsed to the ground.

      Rys waited until the effects of his spell wore off. As Varian had said, he smothered the magical plane, so it was a very temporary effect.

      The armor on the ground didn’t move. Neither did any of the suits near them. The infernals shook their heads when looking around with soulsight.

      Varian, the mysterious mage behind Tephrys’s pact, was dead.

      As they left, Rys looked up at the crystal hanging on the ceiling. It still glowed blue, just like Varian’s eyes had.

      “Take the battery with us,” he ordered Asa and Harah. “No reason to leave behind a power source like this.”
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      By the end of summer, the war was officially over.

      It had effectively finished months earlier, after Grigor swept into New Ahm. While the riots hadn’t immediately calmed down upon seeing the flags of the Kingdom of Kavolara, Grigor hadn’t needed to brutally crush the demihumans. Most fell into line.

      The same could be said of the mages. With Maliah officially dead, they wanted to see the end of a war that had brought them nothing but ruin.

      Rys’s secret offer to the mages was well received. New Ahm needed to change, after everything it had represented. But he saw no reason to burn the mages down with the city. The worst offenders were whisked away, while the rest were offered amnesties.

      Alsia found herself in charge of both Avolar and the former Malus League. This was untenable, so Rys had appointed Grand Magister Yale as his temporary representative. He wasn’t a duke yet.

      That decision would fall to Maria. After Duke Terraph’s inexplicable bout of madness, a need to better choose the dukes had become clear. Rys held a small ceremony in Anceston where he granted Maria the title of archduchess, effectively granting her rule of the entire island.

      An island that Rys now governed. His kingdom was now truly the Kingdom of Kavolara. And he didn’t have a capital named after itself, unlike a certain other kingdom named after its island.

      Officially, this didn’t change much. Vallis remained viceroy and represented Rys. Maria now oversaw the other dukes. Alsia was the duchess of the Kinadain and exempted from Maria’s control. Only the new regional dukes would fall under Maria’s supervision.

      In reality, it changed a lot.

      “Rys, may I ask why you have subjected Vallis to this sort of cruel and unusual punishment?” Maria asked him one day, as she looked at the neatly organized piles of paperwork in her office.

      “This is your paperwork, Maria. Not hers,” he said, while enjoying a nice cup of coffee. The chill of fall was beginning to arrive, and the heat of a hot drink was deeply appreciated.

      Not that he needed an excuse to enjoy coffee.

      “That’s not what I meant.” Maria walked over and poked him in the arm. “This is a ridiculous amount of paperwork—don’t bring more in!” She turned and screeched at the oddly boyish looking knowledge devil carrying in a tower of papers.

      The devil paused, looked at Rys, then shrugged and entered anyway.

      “You might need to take this up with Vallis,” Rys said.

      “I did. She’s slumped on the sofa in your office with her face pressed into a pillow and won’t talk to anyone. Mina was sitting on her earlier, although I think she left to deal with the ambassador.”

      “Which ambassador?” he asked.

      There were several now, although Rys had yet to construct appropriate accommodations for them. They lounged around in a wing of the palace and leered at the Lilim, who pretended they didn’t exist.

      “The fluffy one.”

      “She’s technically not an ambassador,” he pointed out.

      Maria’s hand ran over Rys’s crotch. “Well, she’s an ambassador to a certain part of your body, unlike the rest. Given how you treat her, you should introduce us. I’ve been asking your for a threesome for years and I heard that Fara got one first.”

      The glare from his silver-haired archduchess became heated, and he knew that he might be in actual trouble now.

      “Blame Mina for that one.”

      “I did. She merely broke down in giggles and retreated into the ceiling. I don’t see the point of being an archduchess if all that happens is that I get inundated with paperwork and everyone else gets to enjoy you more.” Maria pouted and wrapped her arms around him. “I want a present. You’ve been so busy lately.”

      He cleared his throat and looked down at her. Maria’s silver curls filled his vision, and he couldn’t see her expression.

      “Is that your way of asking for a—” he tried to ask.

      “I’m asking for a threesome, not a child, Rys.”

      “Good. I don’t think the palace could survive another Luara.” Yet, anyway.

      His daughter had learned how to move around the palace, and the sight of Freisa floating around in hallways sent the servants scattering. Rys would need to order the Arcas devil not to let his daughter roam the palace, because while she made for a great guard, she was a terrible babysitter.

      Especially as Freisa tended to gently guide Luara toward the kitchen. The two were terrible together.

      Not that Alsia was any better. She had already attempted to give Luara a sword. Grigor, of all people, had confiscated it and withstood the waterworks that resulted until Rys arrived.

      Turning his mind back to the present, Rys watched another knowledge devil walk in. This one looked female. She was the sister of the devil from earlier.

      Of course, they were all female. He’d summoned several Calosceme knowledge devils to assist Vallis. It was physically impossible for a Calosceme knowledge devil to not be a young, petite lavender-haired woman. Darus still lacked tits, and they would be the one to learn a spell to give themselves bigger curves, so Rys was certain that the species remained unchanged.

      But for whatever reason, he’d summoned up four oddballs. Had 1500 years in the void caused his summoning skills to take a turn for the bizarre?

      Asa would probably tell him he’d always summoned bizarre infernals, he imagined.

      “Do I really need to do all this?” Maria asked the knowledge devil.

      “We are appropriately dividing up the work, Archduchess,” the devil said primly.

      “What if I send it back?”

      “As officers of the Viceroy—”

      “Don’t give me that. You can’t just dump all your work on me and claim that it’s my fault if it doesn’t get done. My offices in Anceston aren’t even finished. I still need to find three new dukes and duchesses, deal with an entire new duchy, and I have more marriage proposals than I know what to do with,” Maria protested.

      “That last one doesn’t sound like a problem,” Rys said. “Throw them away.”

      She turned and pouted at him. “I thought you might enjoy using me in front of my suitors. It might be a fun game.”

      “That sounds like your kink, not mine.”

      Maria clicked her tongue and turned away. “Fine. Throw them away.”

      The knowledge devil dumped her papers on Maria’s desk, careful not to disturb any of the other towers that filled almost every square inch. “That’s not part of my duties, Archduchess.”

      “It will be after I get Rys to spank you into next week,” Maria growled, turning around again. “Rys!”

      He sighed and put his now empty cup of coffee down. The knowledge devil froze. Her eyes darted to the exit, as if assessing the likelihood that she could escape.

      Or maybe she expected another devil to walk in that door and capture his attention instead.

      “How much of this paperwork is actually for Maria, Vanessa?” he asked.

      Vanessa licked her lips. “Um, Mistress Tyrisa—”

      “Please don’t call her that.”

      She giggled nervously. “Tyrisa asked us this morning to separate out duties for the archduchy and the kingdom itself, and to allocate the former to Archduchess Maria. We, uh, weren’t given much guidance.”

      “What about the Viceroy herself?” he asked.

      “Um, she’s been missing since yesterday.”

      This sounded like an issue that was connected to the fact Vallis was currently laying on his sofa.

      “Why don’t you and the rest of my staff”—Rys was careful to stress that they were his staff—“take a second look at how to split up activities. The Viceroy typically runs a lot of the kingdom’s finances, recruitment, and logistics. Her office has also assisted with a lot of policy, and I imagine that will continue until Archduchess Maria has settled into her new role.”

      Vanessa’s head bounced up and down so fast that he worried it might fly off. “Yes, my lord. Right away, my lord. I’ll tell the others about your orders right now, my lord.”

      She rushed out of the room as fast as he blinked.

      Rys turned to Maria with a raised eyebrow. She huffed at him.

      “It would be nice if the infernals took me a little more seriously,” she said, pouting a little. “Even the imps only call me ‘boss.’ Shouldn’t I be at least ‘bossboss’ now that I’m archduchess?”

      “The imp hierarchy follows its own bizarre logic. Hence why Vallis is higher in status than Grigor. They fear her more,” he said.

      “Why? Because they think she’ll refuse to buy them another coffee machine?” Maria rolled her eyes.

      He leveled the most serious look he could muster, given how ridiculous the conversation was.

      Maria broke down in giggles. “I’ll remember to threaten their coffee supplies next time they annoy me.”

      A rattling in the ducts alerted Rys to the dangers of this conversation.

      “Probably don’t do that. The imps become territorial over their coffee.”

      Maria looked up at the ceiling, then back at him. She shook her head, then settled behind her desk.

      Rys lost sight of her behind the mountain of paperwork. “You might want to take the day off,” he said.

      “No, I do need to take care of some of this. I saw a pile that related to merchants and trade, and getting that sorted now that the former League territories are open to trade is important. Their ports will be invaluable so that we won’t be as dependent on Port Mayfield anymore.”

      Rys decided to leave her to her work and head to his office. But before he made it there, Mina intercepted him.

      She bounced up to him from the hallway. A few weeks ago, this would have been unusual.

      But ever since she’d asked him to grant Sarae access to the ducts, Mina had started using them less. Rys strongly suspected the two facts were related. Although Mina still lived in her little lair inside them, and he had keyed her room to different magic from the rest of the ducts.

      Although Sarae regularly tried to break into her sister’s bedroom. Mina often baited her into attempting it, only to leave traps out. More than a few times, Rys had returned to his bedroom only to find Sarae bound and gagged after a failed attempt to break into Mina’s room.

      “Rys, can you help me with a nuisance?” Mina asked as she wrapped her arms and breasts around him. “She’s being frustrating, and you know what I’m like with her.”

      Assuming this related to Marin rather than Vallis, he said, “You’re not going to push her face into my crotch?”

      “Only if she wants me to.”

      “Then yes.”

      He allowed Mina to guide him toward a familiar receiving room on the ground floor of the palace. Inside, Marin reclined on a sofa while swirling a glass of red wine. Her bored expression vanished the instant he entered the room, although she only barely hid an annoyed flicker when Mina followed him inside.

      “I brought you a present,” Mina sang out as she pushed Rys inside.

      “How droll,” Marin said. “What are you playing at?”

      Despite her words and tone, Marin’s five white tails swayed back and forth along the back of the sofa. If Rys remembered correctly, that meant she felt playful.

      He hadn’t done much with her since the conference. Evidently, she felt a little frustrated.

      Perhaps he should keep things that way.

      Rys took a seat at the far end of the receiving room, facing the door. Marin’s tails stopped swaying and drooped. She then stood up and attempted to place herself in his lap.

      “That’s my spot,” Mina said, placing a hand against Marin’s stomach to stop her from getting close.

      The spymaster then settled into Rys’s lap with a grin. She shifted her hips back and forth in an exaggerated manner, which had the side-effect of hitting him in the face with her tails several times.

      Absolute torture.

      Marin glared down at Mina, then sat on the coffee table in front of them. “So? What is this about?”

      “Simple. You won’t answer my questions. Answer his instead.” Mina pointed over her shoulder at Rys. “Or mine with him around, I guess.”

      “Nothing will change. I don’t have the answers you want, you idiot.”

      “Uh huh.” Mina grinned. “So, why don’t you tell me again why Liorne and all the foxes just upped and left?”

      Rys narrowed his eyes. He was actually interested in hearing the answer to this.

      Marin scowled. “Because you—that is, Your Majesty dealt with the reason Liorne intervened in the first place. With the pact dealt with and this Varian dead, there was no reason for Pharos to be involved.”

      “What about Gorgria?” Rys asked, placing a hand on Mina’s head.

      Her ears flopped down instantly, and he felt her legs kick against his playfully.

      “We found nothing. Liorne was deeply frustrated, which I think sped up his decision to leave,” Marin said. “Queen Faeris believed that independent warlords to the west may have been interfering in her supply trains, but we found no evidence. There were shipments of magical catalysts being sent out, but nobody involved seemed to know anything about them. I actually…”

      She looked away and her tails lowered.

      Rys snorted. “Let me guess, Liorne suspected succubi and thought I was sabotaging Faeris myself.”

      Marin looked up in surprise. Even Mina turned around and stared at him.

      “I’m not stupid,” he said. “I’m called the Incubus King for a reason and spent a long time serving in succubi courts. Strange behavior, nobody remembers anything, sabotage with no evidence? Classic signs of succubi. I know you were paying attention to what Mina and Asa were up to.”

      “We were. That’s why I suspect Liorne became frustrated. According to your infernals, Tephrys shouldn’t use succubi, so how was this possible?” Marin bit her lip. “Were you involved?”

      “No. But I think it’s naïve to believe none of Ariel’s spymasters would use succubi. Ariel despises them, but you don’t remain in power by imposing your own beliefs on your shadiest operatives,” he said.

      “Shadiest?” Mina said, pretending to be offended.

      “After what you pulled with the slave rebellion, can you really complain?” he said.

      Mina winced and looked away. “Grigor and Asa approved. And Alsia gave in after a… less than fun conversation.”

      “A robust conversation,” he told her.

      “Indeed,” Marin said. “Robust is a good word. You should learn to use it when describing difficult conversations.”

      “I don’t want advice from you,” Mina spat.

      Marin’s tails fanned out and she glared at the younger fox. Mina glared back, but Rys physically held her tails down.

      “Enough,” he said. “Mina, you’re Marin’s handler. Be respectful when she’s being helpful. ‘Robust’ is a useful word.”

      “It sounds like a fancy way to say that Alsia got angry and confrontational that I got lots of her people killed,” Mina said, looking away from them.

      “I imagine that’s because it is,” Marin said. “I also imagine you had a few fiery words to say in return, and both infernals had their own spin on things. Perhaps they had powerful words of their own, if they were involved.”

      “That’s…” Mina frowned. “You weren’t even there. How do you know what happened?”

      “Because if there’s one thing I’m beginning to learn, it’s that there are a surprisingly large number of similarities between the politics of infernals and those of Pharos. The difference is that infernals are far less naïve and see through masks and bullshit,” Marin said. “It’s interesting that the same tactics work, but they need to be conducted sincerely.”

      Rys laughed. “Given Mina just killed a succubus who was anything but sincere, I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

      Marin blinked. She looked at Mina, who grinned wolfishly.

      Five tails dropped so low that Rys thought Marin was trying to push them through the table. “I… see.”

      “A little scared now, are we?” Mina teased.

      “I’ve killed before,” Marin said.

      “By choice?” Mina leaned in and cupped Marin’s jaw. “I’ve thought about wearing your tails, you know.”

      Marin gulped and looked at Rys.

      He remained silent just long enough for Marin to sweat. Then he pulled Mina away.

      “I think we’re done here,” he said. “Is there anything else, Marin?”

      She shook her head, clearly rattled. “No, Rys. As I said, we found no hard evidence of anything. If you really weren’t involved…”

      “I wasn’t. If Tephrys summoned any succubi, they likely vanished when the pact ended,” he explained. “But I’ll warn Faeris. Mina, you’ll need to poke around as well. Just in case.”

      Mina nodded, and then he dragged her out of the room.

      Marin remained behind, staring at the wall.

      Once outside, Rys’s spymaster immediately tried to slip away. Presumably she had other chaos to cause. He gripped her arm tightly.

      Her ears pricked up as she faced him.

      “Vallis seems to be in a mood,” he said.

      “Ah, that.” Mina grinned. “It’s not that bad.”

      “I figured, given you apparently sat on her this morning.”

      “She’s a great cushion. Although it would have been better if she had laid on her back. Those tits of hers—”

      “Are about the same as yours. Do you want me to sit on them?” he asked.

      Mina ran her hands over his chest for several long seconds, then shook her head. “I’d prefer to keep them pert and bouncy, rather than have them flattened by your immense bulk.”

      “I’m not Fat Fred.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m a delicate young woman and you’re over a foot taller than me with individual muscles thicker than my wrist.” She dangled her wrist in front of his face for effect.

      They walked to his office. A familiar knowledge devil lurked outside it. Her candy cane horns allowed her to stand out from her new subordinates.

      “Tyrisa, you know that you can enter my office at any time, right?” he asked.

      She jumped nearly a foot into the air, then faced him with a nervous smile. “King Talarys—”

      “Something has gone horribly wrong if you’re calling me that,” he said. “Well?”

      Tyrisa winced while Mina giggled.

      “It’s not that bad,” Tyrisa said. “I had an argument with Vallis last night and she’s refused to come out of your office, or talk to me, or, or, or—”

      Rys rolled his eyes, which only caused Tyrisa to panic further.

      “I’ll talk to her. Just go keep a lid on the other knowledge devils. They’ve been terrorizing Maria all morning and if they keep it up, you won’t have any subordinates by the time the sun sets,” he said.

      Tyrisa’s eyes widened and she rushed off.

      Mina smirked. “You’ve been so harsh on her lately. Thinking of replacing her now that you have so much new blood? Especially as they all look the same?”

      Rys shook his head. “Tyrisa’s wormed her way into the gears of the kingdom. I’m being harsh on her because she’s never been in charge of others. Like with you and Vallis, she’ll never learn if I coddle her.”

      “Huh. I figured you just saw her as a paper pusher. Isn’t it dangerous that so much is reliant on her?”

      “Not really. Tyrisa’s done exactly what a smart devil should do. She’s a Calosceme, which makes her extremely replaceable. Knowledge Gifts mean that individual knowledge devils are easy to shift around, because their knowledge is literally tradeable. They look the same, have similar strengths and weaknesses, and are fairly weak in general. If all Tyrisa wanted was to file books and write contracts, she’d be forgettable to me,” he said. “I’ll need to give her some love and attention soon, though.”

      Mina wiggled her eyebrows at him in response to those words.

      He had meant what he said, however. Although he had summoned Tyrisa for a specific purpose, she had proven to be a great catch. Her ambitions made her a great fit for further attention. Darus had proven that Calosceme knowledge devils could become something.

      Rys wanted to see if he could create his own Darus. Only less crazy and less likely to spend their days huffing his hair.

      Finally, they entered his office. As expected, Vallis lay on the sofa in the L-shaped corner at the far end. She didn’t react to their entry.

      He sat down behind his desk, which was oddly clear of any paperwork. That had become a theme lately. While Tyrisa frequently attempted to dump unnecessary work on him that he felt should be done by her or Vallis, the new knowledge devils actively avoided him. Sometimes he caught them removing things from his office that Tyrisa had even placed here herself.

      Mina wandered over and resumed her seat on Vallis’s back. The grunt that escaped his viceroy was a clear sign of disapproval, and she finally looked over.

      Her eyes widened when she saw him. She flailed about, trying to push Mina off her.

      “Mina, get off me, you idiot!” Vallis shouted, hitting the fox in her bare thighs.

      “You didn’t complain when I did this earlier,” Mina said, refusing to budge.

      Vallis attempted to do a push-up, but quickly found that Mina weighed more than she expected and gave up.

      “Fuck, is all your weight in your tits?” Vallis gasped out.

      “You’d know if that was the case, given you’re just like me.”

      Rys ignored their antics as he got up and poured some brandy. While doing so, he noticed a small report that had gotten lost in the shuffle. This one was different from most.

      Probably because it wasn’t intended for his knowledge devils. It was from his new mage, whose name was absolutely not Maliah. He’d been hard at work recently. Graem had established a portal to the swamp tower and was one of the few people aware of Rys’s deal.

      The others were his trusted cabinet. He’d let them in on what happened after they dealt with Varian. Reactions had been muted, but he’d expected as much. Maliah had been dethroned and was doing mage things in some forgotten corner of the island.

      The results fascinated Rys. He’d suspected as much when he saw Maliah’s massive workshop, but the former archwarlock was more automaton than human. He applied himself to research and experiments at a terrifying rate.

      Which was what Rys wanted. Magitech was hard to produce here, and Maliah had a lot of the talents necessary to produce and even improve it. In turn, the possibility of creating magitech better than Gauron’s motivated Maliah to an obscene level. With Rys’s knowledge of magical theory, Maliah could make a lot of the necessary leaps of logic that might take centuries otherwise.

      By the time Rys returned to his desk, Mina and Vallis sat next to each other on the sofa.

      “So, ready to talk like a human being?” Rys asked.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to return so I could do exactly that,” Vallis groused.

      He looked at Mina, who shrugged.

      “Well, if you want some brandy, pour your own.”

      “The sun’s out, Rys.”

      “That’s never stopped me before.”

      Despite her complaints, Vallis followed suit and poured a generous helping of brandy. Mina chose to behave.

      A hum of approval escaped Vallis as she sipped the amber liquid. “I should buy two cases of all the alcohol you buy. It would be a better investment than the garbage you buy the imps.”

      “Did they finally convince him to buy the beans?” Mina asked.

      Vallis scowled. “Don’t remind me of that insane scheme of theirs. The cost of importing specialty coffee beans from Pharos would have bankrupted us. The imps drink coffee like it's water.”

      “It might as well be,” Rys said.

      “Don’t you start. You’re as bad as they are. Fara tells me that you sometimes go through six or seven mugs of the stuff a day, and you’ve only gotten worse since you bought the stupid coffee machine for the imps.”

      “I doubt that. If they give me the stuff from the machine, I send it back.”

      Vallis gave him a look of disbelief. “You can tell the difference?”

      “I’ve drunk a lot of coffee, you see,” he said.

      “You’re terrible.” She huffed and sat on his desk. “The only good that comes from that machine is that the imps keep my knowledge devils caffeinated, and I’m not sure that’s a good thing. They’re hyper enough as is. Why did you even buy them it?”

      “Union negotiations,” Rys said.

      “What?” Vallis straightened up and looked at him.

      Mina giggled, causing the other woman to twist around and stare at her now.

      “There is no imp union, Rys,” Vallis insisted.

      “Exactly,” he said.

      “Rys, I mean it.”

      “So do they. There were infernals who vanished in Ruathym’s rivers for saying otherwise. And trust me, given how awful those rivers were, that was a terrible fate,” he said.

      Vallis glared at him. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

      “Would you be able to tell if he was?” Mina asked, before bouncing up and clinging to him. “Say, has Imira told you anything about her next visit? I haven’t had the chance to ask recently.”

      “No. She said she’d be busy for a while, but would teleport over every few months.” He paused. “I suppose it has been a few months. I’ll see if I can contact her.”

      While it was possible that Imira was already here, Rys was doubtful of that possibility. Luara could see right through her illusions. Not to mention that the archon tended to taunt him in an attempt to see if he saw through the illusion.

      “I see. Well, I’ll keep doing the exercises she left us. They feel a little useless, though.” Mina stood up, looked between Vallis and Rys, then grinned.

      Her hand ran across Vallis’s hips as she walked around the desk and she whispered in the viceroy’s ear. Rys overheard, but pretended he hadn’t.

      The explosion of red that ran across Vallis’s face said everything he needed to know anyway.

      “Mina! Not here!” Vallis shouted as the fox rushed out of the room.

      The door slammed shut behind the giggling fox, leaving behind Rys, an embarrassed viceroy, and two glasses of brandy.

      He polished his off and poured another. Vallis’s eyes traced his every step, and he didn’t miss that her gaze fell a little lower on his body than usual.

      But before he could indulge in her fantasies, there was a conversation to be had.

      “So, why have you been sulking in here?” he asked.

      She blinked, and her eyes shot up from his crotch to his face. “Uh… I’m sorry, what?”

      “You’ve been holed up in here all day. What’s wrong?” he asked. “Think about my dick later.”

      For a moment, he thought Vallis’s face was about to melt, given how red it became. But she looked away and recomposed herself while he took his seat.

      “So, uh, I asked you to summon a bunch of knowledge devils,” she said.

      “And I did. You weren’t the only person who asked for more infernals.” He ticked off his fingers while recalling all the extra summons he had to do leading up to the war. “Mina needed a few more succubi. Grigor wanted more demons and devils. Everyone wanted more imps.”

      “Not everyone,” Vallis mumbled.

      “And?” he asked, ignoring her crack at the imps.

      “Now you’ve promoted Maria to archduchess. She has tons of responsibilities. There’s lots to do. Her staff has been underfoot lately, and my knowledge devils have been piling up paperwork everywhere. New forms and seals for each duchy, another for the archduchy. They converted one of the offices into a gigantic filing cabinet—”

      “Really?” he asked.

      “Well, not really.” She rubbed the back of her head and drained her glass. “But it feels like it. I once tried to find a document in there and lost half a day. Tyrisa had to lead me out by hand.”

      “Oh, that room.” Rys nodded. “I created that one by request. It’s much larger than it looks. There’s supposed to be a warning sign on the front.”

      “That’s what that was? It said something about spatial disorientation due to bureaucratic density, or some nonsense. How the hell was I supposed to know that meant I was entering an alternate dimension of filing cabinets?” She attempted to drink her brandy, only to discover she’d already drank it, then messily poured more.

      “But there was a sign.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I’m sure you can guess where things went. I’m used to being busy, but this was…”

      “Overly bureaucratic. Knowledge devils do this. It’s why princes tend to find independent knowledge devils they like, because they usually don’t have the money or status to hire a reliable one. Fred tells me that things have only become worse in Hell since I vanished, as the sheer density of courts have made quality knowledge devils harder to find,” Rys said.

      “Isn’t that Tyrisa’s job, then?” Vallis pouted. “I trusted her to keep that shit away from me, and I looked away only to find myself flooded with garbage.”

      Ah, and here was the rub.

      “So you blew up at Tyrisa because all you had to do was busywork. Which is why she blew up at the other knowledge devils and had them dump everything on Maria,” Rys said, piecing things together. “Which then caused a chain reaction, because Maria didn’t appreciate that.”

      Vallis sighed.

      Neither of them said anything for a bit. Somehow, Rys knew that Vallis didn’t really need help here. She just wanted a chance to vent before she went back and made up with Tyrisa, yelled at the knowledge devils, and then stomped around for a bit.

      But he empathized with that feeling. How many times had he wasted hours with Asa exactly like this because he’d grown tired of bureaucratic nonsense?

      “If it helps, Tyrisa was panicking outside the door earlier,” Rys said.

      “I heard her,” Vallis said. “I’ll apologize later. It’s just…” She sighed again. “I kind of liked the idea of having so much less to do, but then I wonder if that just means others need to do it in my place. Making Tyrisa feel bad wasn’t the point, either. Or pissing off Maria.”

      “Is that your issue here?” He laughed and stood up. “The entire point of delegation is that you get others to do work for you, because you trust them to handle things that aren’t worth your time. Vallis, your time is valuable. Stop wasting it on things you shouldn’t. More to the point, don’t feel bad for drawing a line in the sand. Do you think those devils feel bad for wasting your time?”

      “They don’t think they’re wasting my time,” she grumbled. Her eyes widened as he closed on her.

      His hands settled on her hips and he leaned over her.

      “Fortunately, you’re my trusted viceroy, and they’re not. So whose opinion do you think matters?” he asked.

      Vallis gulped. A clink indicated she had placed her glass on the table, right before her hands settled on his waist. Her eyes locked onto his lips.

      “Well, Vallis?” he asked.

      “Mine,” she said.

      He traced her lips and they shivered. His hands slid around her waist until they rested against her plump ass, and he pressed his fingers into her flesh. She gasped at his touch.

      “So you agree that you’re my trusted viceroy, then?” he asked, pulling her against him.

      Her massive tits pressed against his chest. She was wearing her usual jacket and skirt combo, and although she showed a lot of cleavage, there was no way her nipples could be felt through so much fabric.

      What he could feel was how much she had tucked away inside her top and he felt his cock hardening at the chance to finally use Vallis’s breasts for his own pleasure.

      “If I say yes, are you going to kiss me?” she asked.

      Rys laughed. “Vallis, I think kissing is the least that we’re going to do.”

      “Oh.”

      “Or was that all you wanted to do?”

      “Um…” She screwed up her face in thought. “I dunno, Rys. With everything you know about me and my habits, what do you think?”

      “I think you’re a pervert.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question.” She hit him lightly on the chest with her fists.

      “I think that if you don’t want sex, then I’m going to make you wait a very, very long time for denying your own urges. Does that change the answer?”

      “Oh, fuck you.” Vallis reached up and grabbed the back of his head, then attempted to pull him down for a kiss.

      He didn’t budge, but it did result in the amusing scene of Vallis nearly lifting herself up off the ground.

      “You haven’t answered my question,” he teased. “Are you my trusted viceroy? I distinctly recall that you said we couldn’t do anything until you were.”

      “This trusted viceroy is about to slam her knee into your balls if you don’t kiss her, Rys,” Vallis growled. “I’m not Fara. I don’t get hornier when you blue ball me.”

      “Making threats is very Fara.”

      She slammed her knee into his crotch. Fortunately, he had a fairly sturdy constitution and shrugged it off.

      “Now that’s just unfair,” she whined. “Rys, turn off the steel skin and let me hurt you.”

      Rys shut her up with a kiss, and Vallis immediately forgot that she even had a temper. She moaned in his mouth as his tongue tussled with hers, and she rubbed her foot against the back of his calf.

      Then she gasped and pulled back when he pulled down her top.

      “Um, is it always this fast?” she asked.

      He paused. “Do you want to spend an hour kissing before I put my dick between your boobs?”

      “You’re not a romantic, are you?”

      “I feel you’ve forgotten my nickname. Or maybe even paid attention to a fraction of the stories that Maria and the others tell you.”

      Vallis reddened and her hands played with the front of his pants. “I kind of figured you’d be a little different with me.”

      “Oh, I will be. But that just means I give you a choice of being bent over the desk or laying on top of it,” he said.

      “Uh, I really like the sound of the former but for my first time, I think I want to look at you.” Then she scowled. “That wasn’t what I meant at all.”

      Rys sighed and stopped pushing Vallis, but he also stopped touching her.

      Immediately, she grabbed his hands and placed them back on her. He smirked at her and she winced.

      “I mean, I like the touching part. I just thought there’d be more sweet talking and kissing before the hammer and chisel part,” she said. “I, uh, was kind of naïve, huh?”

      “It’s cute.”

      “Thanks.” She scratched her raven-black hair, which caused her breasts to jiggle. “Um, I don’t really know what I want. My mind says lots of foreplay, but then you get me riled up and I want that as well.”

      “That’s called being inexperienced.” He frowned. “Somehow, this turned out like our usual conversations. Vallis, just go with the flow. We’re having sex, not managing a kingdom.”

      “You mean you don’t want to talk about finances and trade flows while fucking me?”

      “Vallis, I am being entirely sincere when I say that I will fire you if you do that. I did that once in my life, and it was awful.” He made an X with his arms. “Consider that kink a no from me.”

      “Wow. That’s a pretty sad kink to have.”

      “I’ve dealt with worse. And stranger.” Realizing that Vallis wasn’t doing anything, Rys undid his pants while he talked. “Most succubi tended to be fairly vanilla, when all was said and done. Sex was a job to many of them, so they had some fairly efficient ways to get around the body and kept the more enjoyable aspects for pleasure.”

      “Huh. That’s a pretty smart way to approach things. Does Asa do that?” Vallis stared at the half-erect cock that flopped out of his pants. Her hands moved up and down along her own body.

      “No. Asa doesn’t do actual work, so everything is pleasure for her,” he said, guiding her hands to his length. She gasped when she touched it.

      Vallis gulped as she jerked his cock, causing it to harden more. “Alright, this is… kind of fun. It twitches when I play with it.”

      “It’s not a toy, you know.”

      “Yeah, but I can use it like one.”

      He placed his arms on her shoulders and pushed her onto her knees. She winced at the motion, then winced again when he slapped his length on her face.

      “I can also use it like one,” he said. “Or say the same about you.”

      She raised her arms in surrender. “I get it. I get it.”

      Despite how close his cock was to her mouth, Vallis show no interest in licking it. Her hands continued to play along it, causing it to pulse with each movement. Rys enjoyed her wide-eyed fascination as she gave him the world’s worst handjob.

      But if he was going to get any physical enjoyment today, it would only be through taking things into his own hands. Vallis wasn’t into the harsher side of things, so he’d need to be fairly gentle.

      Fortunately, she had two fairly large aides for him to get some physical enjoyment from.

      “Ah!” Vallis gasped as he lowered himself and gripped her tits.

      His fingers sank deep into her flesh and her entire body seemed to redden. At his urging, she placed her own hands against her mounds, bracing them together.

      Somehow, Vallis looked more obscene like this than his other subordinates. Maybe it was how she dressed. Her jacket and top were open, allowing her tits to spill out into the open, while her skirt remained in place. The thigh-high black stockings she favored allowed him a glimpse of the milky white thighs he’d be slapping later.

      Or maybe it was because this was Vallis, who was somehow a little more precious and innocent. Even if she was a little perverted.

      Rys crouched down and slid his length into the gap between her breasts. She gasped and stared down at her own chest. Slowly, he pushed forward until his tip poked out the other side. Given her raw size, this took longer than normal.

      “I’ve seen Maria do this, but it seems kind of crazy to be doing it myself,” Vallis said, mesmerized by the sight of his cock between her own tits.

      He rocked his hips back and forth once, causing her to gasp in shock. Then he did it again and again, gaining speed with each thrust. Vallis simply sat there, eyes wide as he thrust his cock between her tits faster and faster.

      Normally, he’d tell her to do something, but she looked cute like this. The open mouth gave him something to aim for, as well.

      He grunted and let his first shot fly. With centuries of practice, it landed right where he wanted it to.

      “Hey!” Vallis snapped as she twisted her head away. A dribble of his seed ran down her bottom lip.

      He kept thrusting, glad that she hadn’t pulled away entirely. More ropes of white coated her chest and face, and some even gave her black hair a white sheen.

      “There you go, you’ve gained some gray hairs,” he said.

      “Ha, ha,” she said. When she let go, she made a face at the thick strands of white that clung between her tits. “This is like goo. I am a mess. You realize I don’t have magic to clean this up, right?”

      “And Maria does? I’ve left her on the floor of my office many times.”

      Vallis stared at him, then back at her chest. “Okay. Uh, we might need to set some ground rules in the future. I’m not sure I want to stumble back to my bedroom naked while covered in this.” She gathered up a fingerful of his seed to prove a point. It formed even more strands between her body and hand. “Wow. Just wow.”

      “You realize that this is the first part, right?”

      She stared at him.

      “The sex is next.”

      “Oh.”

      “We can do that later if you’d like.”

      But, to her credit, Vallis stood up and shook her head. Her fingers ran along her skirt and it fluttered to the ground. Her red silk panties stood out against her pale skin and she quickly turned the same color as they were. A wet patch stood out against the fabric.

      Rys leaned in and slid his fingers inside her underwear. She gasped as he flicked her clit. Right beneath that little bean was her soaking wet slit.

      He gripped her by the thighs, then hefted her onto the desk. A few things fell over, but he ignored them. His cock flopped onto her crotch as he pressed himself against her plump ass.

      “Oh. Holy shit. You’re fucking massive,” she said, staring at his length while it ran along her body. “How does that even go in Mina? She’s shorter than I am.”

      “That should tell you not to worry,” Rys said. “Just relax and let the pleasure ride through you.”

      He pulled her panties to one side, revealing her pretty pink entrance. Her lips were partly open and inviting him inside. He rubbed his tip against them, eliciting a gasp of excitement from Vallis.

      “Um, Rys?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “Yes?”

      “Can you hold my hands?”

      He nodded, but then said, “One of them, anyway. I do need a hand free to stick it in.”

      “Really?”

      “Unless you have a penis magnet hidden in your crotch, something needs to guide it in.”

      She stared at him, then broke down in giggles. “Okay. So, uh, that makes sense. I feel really stupid. Maybe I should have asked more questions about this stuff.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure Mina had some stupid ideas in her head before she was taught how it worked,” he said.

      Then he took one of her hands in his own and pressed his cock against her slit. She gasped again.

      Slowly, he entered her. Inch by inch, he slid deep inside her. Finally, he paused and allowed her to grow used to the feeling.

      Once Vallis stopped squeezing the dear life out of his hand, he started moving. Her moans started not long after, and then became sweet as honey. His thighs began to slap against her ass, and he shifted his hands to her bouncing tits as she began to lose herself in the pleasure.

      Her juices dripped all down the desk and floor. Rys smelled the raw arousal that Vallis pumped into the room. He heard her moans turn into squeals of pleasure. Her brown eyes locked onto his as she rapidly approached her climax.

      Her legs tried to wrap around his body, but she lacked the dexterity to control them while he kept pumping inside her. Her pussy drew him deeper, desperate to milk him. Whatever Vallis felt about the future, her body knew what it wanted.

      “Fuck, fuck,” she gasped out. “I can feel it, Rys. It’s coming.”

      He sped up. His hands gripped her tits tighter as her entire body bounced back and forth every time he rammed his cock into her.

      Then she squealed and he felt her contract around him. He let himself go at the same time and flooded her insides. After a few more pumps, he had topped her up, and then slipped out.

      Vallis watched as strands of white connected her to him. She seemed lost in pleasure.

      “Did you enjoy that?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she mumbled.

      “Again?” he asked.

      “Uhhhh… later?” she suggested. “I feel like I could sleep for a week.”

      Well, Vallis clearly wasn’t Alsia. Then again, Rys could do with a lover who didn’t want to chew up all of his time with sex. His schedule had gotten pretty full.

      Maybe enjoying some casual sex with Vallis from time to time would be nice.

      “Hold me?” Vallis asked, spreading her arms wide.

      Or maybe it wouldn’t be casual sex.
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      “You do realize that anything you put in the coffee doesn’t affect me, right?” Rys told the twins pawing him up.

      “But it might. Your mind is one with ours, and with enough willpower we might be able to cause you to give in,” the Darus Twins said as one.

      Their hands slid into his shirt while they pressed their faces into his hair. He calmly drank his coffee.

      His surroundings remained the same as always. Rys had expected Darus to change things up, but he strongly suspected it wasn’t as easy as clicking their fingers. Or maybe they wanted to wait for a time to surprise him.

      The lavender curtains rose endlessly into the air, and the surrounding darkness seemed almost abyssal in quality. But Rys knew that was only his imagination.

      The coffee he was drinking wasn’t his imagination, but it was fake. This entire world existed only in his mind, projected into his mind by the infernal sorcery wrapped around Darus’s knowledge Gift.

      “This isn’t a matter of willpower,” he said. “Your knowledge Gift isn’t going to abruptly transform into a mental manipulation Gift. More to the point, not even Lacrissa can affect minds in Harrium while she resides in Hell.”

      The Twins hissed in response to the name of another woman. They pressed their bodies against him and he frowned.

      Surely they knew that he had nothing positive to say about Lacrissa? Then again, he wasn’t going to complain about the lithe, pale flesh rubbing against him.

      Or maybe he would. He had chosen not to do anything with Darus while she remained in opposition to him. But while they gyrated against him in nothing but silk black and white lingerie that left little to the imagination, he found his urges rising.

      “Oh, we had a gift to show you?” they abruptly chirped, then pulled away from him.

      One of the Twins ducked behind the curtains. He briefly saw a bed back there, with purple satin sheets and a gold bedstand.

      Then she returned and his eyes were drawn to the severed head in her hands.

      “We thought you might like it,” the other Twin murmured in his ear. She rubbed his crotch, which was significantly less interested in the attention right now.

      “I’m surprised you got your hands on anyone in Lacrissa’s court,” Rys said, his tone dead calm.

      “Well, you’ve been showing so much interest in succubi recently, so we figured we’d share your interest like a good partner.” They giggled. “We have more to show you if you’d like?”

      “No, I get the picture. I imagine most of the others are fellow Calosceme?” he asked.

      This head belonged to a succubus he had named when he had first learned Darus knew about his return.

      But he had asked Darus for the names of knowledge devils more recently, so that he could summon assistants for Vallis. Even before that, he’d trawled through a number of names when tracking down Tyrisa.

      “Oh, we didn’t bother with their heads. Ariel complained about the pyre, though.” The grins on the Twins held a rictus quality.

      Rys sighed, suddenly not in the mood for coffee. “You realize this isn’t my thing, right?”

      “Oh? But we thought betrayal was what you adored, darling?” they crowed. Their eyes gleamed and all traces of mirth left their faces. “You left us. Ignored us. And even after returning, hid from us and summoned others. Is that all we’re worth to you?”

      And here came the worst part of this sort of attraction: the part where they began to blame him and turn to threats. Somehow, he knew that any reunion with Darus would be extremely painful.

      At least, it would be if it happened on their terms.

      “How’s Sesrah? If this is how you feel after such a minor setback, she must be feeling the sting of your anger,” Rys said, attempting to redirect the conversation.

      The faces of the Twins twisted in confusion, then glee. They began to giggle.

      “Oh. Oh! ‘How’s Sesrah?’ he asks,” they said between peals of laughter. “Tell us, darling, how does it feel to be in the dark?”

      He blinked. “Is Sesrah in Hell?”

      “Of course not.”

      Rys felt his fists clench beneath the table. If he hadn’t finished with his coffee, then there’d be shards all through his hands at this moment.

      “She’s still in Harrium? With her original summoner?” he asked.

      “That’s right. Did you think that you killed him? Oh my. To think he’s still alive. He’s quite the cockroach.” Darus’s expressions became genuinely curious. “Tell us, how did he survive? That ritual of his left him in quite the state. He and his friends were very foolish to conduct that ritual we taught them.”

      “I thought you couldn’t admit who the summoner was,” Rys said.

      “Oh, please, darling. You know the rules. If you know who he is, then we can talk about him. Our Gift is connected to your mind—this is merely an illusory world to communicate information. Anything you already know about is fair game,” they said.

      The Twins walked around the table and planted themselves on a leg each. They both grabbed an arm and forced him to hold them.

      Rys had other things on his mind than the women in his lap. “So he definitely had no body? He was formed of magical energy?”

      “That’s correct. It seems you don’t know the specific ritual, so we can’t tell you it, but someone as knowledgeable as yourself can surely track it down given time.” Darus’s fingers ran along his chest and stomach, then played along the top of his pants. “A man who wanted to master magic, who then became magic itself. Ironic, no?”

      “What happened to his friends? He had an infernalist friend, right?”

      “Elias, I believe. Apparently, they all died. Or at least, he implied as such. He was vague enough that they could still be alive.” Darus frowned. “There were four others. A necromancer, an infernalist, a machinist who wanted to master constructs, and a foolish girl who meddled with spatial magic.”

      “And?”

      “The necromancer became a revenant, but one reliant on his own power that would eventually decay away if she couldn’t find a power source to sustain herself. The infernalist lost his soul, although he fell short of becoming an infernal,” Darus explained.

      Rys frowned at the way Darus described the idea of “becoming an infernal.” She almost made it sound possible.

      “The machinist became a construct. And the girl gained very limited control over space, at the cost of burning her own magical essence with each spell—essentially severing herself from space itself.” Darus giggled. “I do so love this sort of thing. Corrupting the wishes of greedy mortals.”

      None of those transformations sounded particularly relevant to Rys. Faeris had killed Elias directly. The machinist had likely created the shells that Varian used to stall them, given their complexity. Perhaps the husks and human enchantment had once been the hallmark of the necromancer. Rys saw no signs of the girl.

      Which meant that if Varian had survived, it was due to his own peculiarities.

      “None of the devils there saw any signs of him in the area after we defeated him,” Rys said slowly. “I used Absolute Disruption to effectively stop sorcery from working. His body collapsed.”

      He froze.

      How had Varian existed before he had those shells?

      “Oh, that’s an interesting method,” Darus said, unaware of Rys’s inner turmoil. “But he’s not a spell, darling. He’s magic. When the archangels die, their concepts remain alive. The same applies here. Varian remains alive so long as his essence doesn’t burn out.”

      “And so long as his essence remains active, all the infernal contracts he’s made remain active as well,” Rys said, closing his eyes.

      Argran had killed Tephrys, effectively terminating that side of the pact. While Varian still needed to fulfill his end of the bargain, as Tephrys hadn’t broken the contract, there had been no way for Rys to tell whether the pact had been broken by Tephrys’s death or Varian’s.

      The question was, where was Varian? Rys had moved the battery from his tower into Maliah’s new tower, but none of the infernals who transported it had noticed anything amiss.

      Rys genuinely wondered why Varian hadn’t reformed afterward. That magical battery had seemed incredibly important to him, given Harah had said it had followed him around. Rys felt as though he was missing something.

      “That’s right, darling. And that means Sesrah is still in the Tolaran Archipelago, ensuring that you will be in my arms soon enough,” Darus cooed. “This is a nice taste, but the day will come when we will feel you inside us again. And again. And again. And—”

      Rys forcefully severed the connection to the knowledge Gift without even standing up. His power had grown enough that he didn’t need to entertain the Twins anymore.

      They’d probably be pissy about it when he spoke to them next time, but he was feeling pretty pissy himself.

      He decided that today was a great day to keep to himself. That meant heading down into the sub-levels and using his private chambers.

      Unfortunately, Orthrus lurked within them. The wisp wasn’t even reading, but merely hovering around the rooms.

      “Shouldn’t you be tracking down the next power conduit?” Rys asked, bursting into the otherwise empty research lab.

      “I would, were there anything to track,” Orthrus answered as he turned to face Rys. “Of the three remaining power conduits, none of them lay within the Labyrinth that is available to us. There are powerful surges being transmitted from beyond Dalyros, but you’ve told me that we cannot go any farther.”

      “Grigor is working on above ground routes,” Rys said.

      “I see.” The wisp bobbed up and down.

      Several long seconds passed in silence.

      “Is there something else?”

      “Did you speak with Imira?” Rys asked.

      “Ah, the… afflicted one.” Orthrus seemed to be trying to stroke a chin he didn’t have with hands he also didn’t have. “She lost interest in me rather quickly.”

      “I thought her spatial powers might be of interest to you, or at least what she is, given what we researched earlier.”

      “Ah. In that case, she was far too lively. I’d say that she was of less interest than her original kind. There is something fascinating about the idea of an entire race that appears to have a specific purpose. A divine race that breeds the divinity out of itself and becomes a mere race of mortals. These havoc foxes are far less refined. Singular, chaotic entities that pursue individual goals,” Orthrus said.

      “I rather like individual goals,” Rys said.

      “I’ve noticed, and I am the same. But life is full of selfish beings. When it comes to research subjects, I cannot help but show greater interest in grander projects.”

      The golden orb began to float toward the library.

      As he did, Rys frowned. What was Orthrus even doing down here?

      “Orthrus, how do you survive without a body?” Rys asked, aware of the odd similarity between his erstwhile partner and Varian.

      “Hmm? You feel the need to ask this now?” Orthrus let out that hollow cackling laugh of his. “I am a being that is more soul than body. While I may not be conceptual in nature like an angel, I am certainly sturdier than any feeble physical shell. Although it certainly took a long time to achieve this state.”

      “But could others?” Rys asked.

      “Perhaps.” The orb hovered close to him. “But those who can are far too dangerous to be allowed to live. I told you of the Labyrinth’s Creator and his brothers. They surpassed limits that even the archangels did not. Creating this place, binding the being behind it, chaining souls, reshaping Harrium itself… Well, I’ve said plenty. Suffice it to say that any mortal capable of such feats should not remain alive.”

      This time, Orthrus did leave.

      But he left Rys deeply disquieted.

      If Rys ever mastered Castle Aion, would Orthrus turn on him? Or was this power only a fraction of what the Creator had?

      And what of Varian? If he began to master his state of being magic, and had in fact escaped, would he become a threat that must be destroyed?

      These concerns drove Rys to do something reckless. Something that he had told himself that he wouldn’t do. Over the next week, he created a special room in the sub-levels, off-limits even to Orthrus.

      Inside it, Rys drew a summoning circle so complex that it covered almost every surface of the fifty-foot-long square room he stood within. An elegant mahogany table and chairs overlapped the edge of the circle, with two wine bottles and separate glasses, as well as some extravagant tapas.

      He checked every element of the circle for what must have been the fiftieth time. Rys refused to allow anything to go wrong.

      Then he checked that the refreshments were separated on each side of the table, took a seat outside the circle, and activated it.

      Moments later, the Devil Queen Ariel appeared. Her dress today was an elegant black and green piece, showing off her abundant cleavage and ample thighs. A small smile graced her lips when she saw him.

      “Now you are the man I hoped to see,” she purred.

      If Rys had to describe Ariel, he’d simply call her the most beautiful and elegant woman he’d laid eyes on.

      Lacrissa was the sexiest, as the succubus queen, and she commanded sexual energy with an ease that few people managed outside of breathing. But Ariel had that some power when it came to elegance.

      Every action she took—from breathing, standing, walking, and even tearing limbs off her enemies—made Ariel look the very image of the queen she was. Rys didn’t need to imagine why Araunth, the greatest demon lord to ever exist, had chosen to serve her.

      But despite that, Rys never felt that same urge.

      Ariel looked around herself with lidded eyes, then cast a hand through the air. No throne appeared and she shrugged. She strode over to the chair he had laid out, then sat down and poured the wine.

      After swirling it, she held it up to the light. “Beautiful legs. I can see that your taste in wine remains impeccable, Talarys. I imagine this is a cold climate red from Gauron’s south? I’d guess the region, but that would be too easy. There are precious few vineyards old enough to be worth your time and money.” She sipped it and let out a hum. “It’s a shame that Hell can only imitate. This is a cruel reminder of what I lost all those centuries ago.”

      Her eyes narrowed and stabbed into him like daggers. Rys didn’t react.

      “You could change that in an instant, Talarys,” she said. “Summon me, become my king, conquer all of Harrium, rule everything. It would be trivial to crush all that oppose us. There’s little to threaten us, now that there is only a single archangel active. But…”

      “I can’t say that I’m interested,” he said.

      “No, you never are.” She sighed and lowered her glass after a sip. Her fingers picked at the food. “Which leaves me to wonder what you are interested in, that you’d risk summoning me at all. A single mistake and I would own you. Especially as you’re not the man I last saw.”

      Try as he might, Rys failed to hide the way he stiffened. Ariel smiled at him as she popped some fresh grapes into her mouth.

      “Oh, yes. I noticed. You’re… less mature. Or perhaps I should say that you’re closer to the man I met before the Forever Banishing, back when Kauros was taunting me in an attempt to destroy you,” she said. “The last time we spoke in person, you seemed far more rounded. You’re always so secretive, so I never learned why, but it was a pleasant change. I do hope you recover whatever you lost that made you that little bit more interesting.”

      “I’m not here to talk about myself,” Rys said, unwilling to play along with Ariel’s probing.

      If she didn’t know he was sealed away, then he wouldn’t let the information slip. Because this conversation couldn’t end well.

      But it did disturb him that he had apparently lost something that affected his emotions so visibly that Ariel instantly saw the change in her soulsight. Although he wasn’t surprised that her soulsight could penetrate his summoning circle—she was the Devil Queen, after all.

      “I see. Then what do you wish to talk about?” she asked. “You have sources to learn about Hell. That means you want to learn about Harrium, no? Or perhaps a specific place?”

      Her smile was positively devilish and somehow made her look more attractive. She ran her fingers around the rim of her wine glass.

      “You already know where I am,” he said bluntly. “I received your message. To say nothing of Tephrys’s.”

      “Wonderful. If you’re talking to me directly, I’m assuming he’s dead? Or at least banished? His Gifts are still active.”

      “Banished. Depriving you of a spymaster who adores you so much would be cruel.”

      Ariel scoffed. “Ah, yes, I’m sure that was at the top of your mind. In any case, what exactly are you doing in this forsaken place, Talarys? There was little of interest there during my reign. I cannot imagine why you’d waste your time on this silly archipelago, let alone vanish for over 1500 years because of it.”

      Once again, she was fishing. Rys ignored her question. “I learned that the Devil King once worked with the angels to patrol this place. You stopped that cooperation. The angels feared this place so much they banned all study and quarantined the denizens.”

      Ariel’s grip tightened on the wine glass. If it wasn’t magically reinforced, it would have shattered. After a few seconds, she took a deep breath and recomposed herself.

      “Apparently vaporizing a library and killing everyone who ever worked there isn’t enough these days,” she said, bitterness lacing her voice. “Kauros sprayed his seeds of knowledge far and wide. Did he inject those into Darus before you returned to her?”

      “Given Darus’s state, I sincerely doubt Kauros did much seed injection to them,” Rys said flatly, refusing to rise to Ariel’s bait.

      She clicked her tongue at him. “They are quite obsessed with you. The things you do to women are rather terrifying. I’ve heard even Lacrissa acts rather oddly whenever you’re brought up.”

      “She’s always acted rather oddly.”

      “No qualifier, I see. I feel you’re quite cruel to your former mistress.” Ariel smiled. “Well, what do you want to know? And how much will you pay? I may not be a knowledge devil, but information isn’t cheap. And I know you can pay, Talarys. In fact, you have the greatest currency of all. If this is important to you, I can set the price to whatever I like, can’t I?”

      He remained silent. This was the real problem when it came to bargaining with Ariel.

      She remained focused on what she wanted and would use whatever she had available to achieve that. If she gave an inch, it was because she was gaining an inch somewhere else.

      Suddenly, she laughed. “How about I offer this on goodwill?”

      “Really?” he asked. “What happened to the idea of equivalent exchange? You’ve always been rather big on that.”

      “Oh, but this is a fair trade on both sides. Goodwill is an accounting item on the balance sheet after all. I simply need to extract it from you in the future.” Her smile turned razor sharp. “And unlike in the past, you don’t have Malusian’s claws in you. The future is bright.”

      Rys silently poured himself a glass of wine and sipped from it.

      Somehow, he’d found himself owing debts to a few powerful infernals lately. In this case, Ariel’s was voluntary, but he knew that she’d find a way to extract it. Queens didn’t give things away.

      Or at least, intelligent queens didn’t.

      “You know that the artifacts on the archipelago predate the Emergence?” she asked, and he nodded. “We don’t know how old that strange castle is, or the Labyrinth. But it doesn’t matter. What I can tell you is that more than one race of divine beings have their paws on it.”

      Rys frowned. He already knew this, but listened intently.

      “By the time of the Emergence, only one remained. But we found traces of the other. I believe you’ve visited a ruin in central Gauron with some similarities to the archipelago?” Ariel raised an eyebrow.

      “I have. Some of my knowledge of the runic language here came from there.”

      “How savvy of you.” She swirled her wine and stared at the lines it made on the glass. “Well, we destroyed the other race during the Emergence. And by we, I mean the contemporary Devil King and the archangels. Something about that race utterly terrified my predecessor. Duar and that pretender Malusian were part of the purge, but were contracted to never speak of the reason. A vigil was kept over the archipelago. Nothing ever happened, so I halted it as the angels become increasingly difficult to work with.”

      Destroyed.

      Rys attempted to process what he had heard.

      Orthrus had told him about how the Creator and his brothers had been sealed away, but then moved out of the Labyrinth. While Rys had known that a pre-Emergence race had been destroyed in the Emergence, he hadn’t been entirely convinced that there was a connection.

      Ariel had destroyed that illusion. The race that likely sealed away the Creator had been wiped out millennia ago.

      What did that make Orthrus? What could he possibly be to know the things he did?

      Rys gripped onto what he knew, rather than what he didn’t. “The angels seemed to hate or fear the locals here. Were the demihumans always here?”

      “The ones with horns and tails? Yes. Inconsequential mortals of as little value as the average human—no offense meant.”

      “That makes no sense. The angels built…” he trailed off.

      Ariel smirked at him. “Oh? So they returned here, did they? Curious.” She snacked on a cream biscuit. “I do wonder if the changing of the guard after the Cataclysm caused them to forget. They were awfully precious about the knowledge, so I can imagine that it wasn’t freely accessible in that Angelic Library of theirs. Perhaps the left hand didn’t know what the right was doing? They’ve had issues with that with the new batch.”

      Batch? A scratching at Rys’s mind told him not to press the matter.

      So he changed the topic. “But you don’t know anything about the pre-Emergence race that was destroyed?”

      “You’re as likely to know as I am. Duar would have told you more than he would me.” She sighed. “No knowledge escaped that purge. The contract must have been watertight if even you don’t know.”

      Duar had told Rys about that race, but little else.

      And, Rys realized, Ariel knew that the archipelago had a long history, but knew nothing about anything inside it. That implied that Castle Aion and the Labyrinth hadn’t been as active as they were now.

      If they had been, he sincerely doubted the Infernal Empire would have overlooked it. What had changed in the millennia since Ariel had ruled Gauron?

      Realizing that he had little else to learn from the woman in front of him, but that what he had learned gave him plenty to think about, Rys stood. “I’ll see you another day, Ariel.”

      He turned his back, preparing to unsummon her.

      “Wait, Talarys,” she said. “Rather than goodwill, consider this to be… an apology.”

      “The Devil Queen Ariel, apologizing?” he asked, failing to keep the incredulity out of his voice as he faced her.

      “I’m no fool. Duar died in no small part due to me. I kept increasing the pressure on Malusian, until eventually Araunth drew out most of your armies, leaving almost nothing to defend Ruathym.” Ariel’s lips were so thin they almost couldn’t be seen. “It was an oversight that shouldn’t have happened. I still cannot believe that those petty dragons had the power to destroy the portal, no matter how powerful King Mylar had been.”

      So even Ariel didn’t know the angels had been responsible? Or was she keeping up appearances?

      Rys gave nothing away. What good would telling her that Angel Lord Sirion had destroyed the portal?

      For that matter, how could he even prove it?

      “And?” he asked.

      “While you’ve been missing, Malusian has been hard at work… replacing you. He’s developed a method to convert mortals into devils. While it is crude, it does work. I doubt it’s necessary for you, given…” Her eyes raked his appearance and her lips quirked upward. “Well, I disagree with Lacrissa on almost everything, but I can appreciate what she did to you.”

      “Mortals into devils?” Rys repeated.

      “That’s right. Thibault, Malusian’s new general, was once a human mage. He’s supposed to fill in for you, but falls well short.” Ariel raised her wine glass. “You may find this information of interest. After all, you always did like competing with Kauros, and I’m certain he was involved before he was sealed away.”

      Yes, Rys was very interested. He unsummoned Ariel and left, his mind churning away at everything he had learned.

      His war room was quiet when he entered it. The figures had been put away and the map remained empty.

      He scanned it, taking in the various regions of the archipelago.

      Mysteries and enemies abounded.

      Rys had taken control of all of Kavolara now, but that would only intensify the attention he received.

      Gauron would surely turn their eye toward him. Pharos already showed a keen interest, manifest in a bouncy, erratic havoc fox with her own agenda.

      Closer to home, the Federation actively stood against him. His victory against the League while they had stood aside would give him political ammunition to use against them, but he knew that the hearts and minds of the Kinadain would be an archipelago-wide battlefront. The mysterious nation that Tennou Morai ruled would play a major role there.

      More concerningly was that Varian had somehow survived, but had yet to show himself or cause problems. At the same time, whatever enemy that Rys had in Gorgria had successfully hidden itself away.

      And both Darus and Ariel actively attempted to take control over him. A single slip up and he would find himself bound to a devil for all eternity.

      Rys was the king of an island and found himself surrounded by enemies.

      But wasn’t that his natural state? He had always thrived in opposition, and the entire reason he sought power was to deny others influence over him.

      Every faction and individual was another piece on the board game that was life.

      Slowly but surely, Rys unpacked the figures and lined them up on the map again.
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ALARETTA

        

      

    

    
      The dining room in Gorgria’s palace had only one diner tonight, as it had every night. Heavily armed knights stood at the many exits from the room. They all wore the emblem of the royal family of Gorgria and were in service to Queen Faeris and the royal family.

      Ostensibly, that meant they were in service to the young woman who sat at the head of the obscenely long table that dominated the room. Alaretta was a woman whose beauty could fill books. When she had been a teenager, nobles had almost literally lined up to throw money at her.

      Her luscious long blonde hair was the image of perfection. She had an amazing, if pale, complexion. And, most importantly, her chest was the largest in the palace.

      Not that she had much competition there. But even if Queen Faeris wasn’t flat as a board, Alaretta’s breasts would still be far more impressive. King Talarys had even told her that he hadn’t met anyone in the archipelago with ones quite as large as hers.

      She sighed at the thought of the foreign king and picked at the plate of food in front of her. It was some well-cooked local fish, with seasonal greens and a side of beef stew. Good food, well cooked, and hearty. Sometimes the kitchen served her some leftovers from the more extravagant meals they served the queen, but Alaretta never counted on that.

      Especially as the last time that happened, Faeris had fired the entire kitchen staff.

      “I’m finished,” she declared to the room.

      A clattering from behind her was the signal that she could leave. Alaretta cleaned herself up with the oversized cloth next to her, checked that none of the food had marked her ivory dress, and then stood up.

      As she left through the door, a few servants ducked in and cleaned up the room. Nobody made eye contact with her. The knights’ helmets made it impossible for her to tell if they ever looked at her.

      Alaretta was the princess of Gorgria in name only. In ordinary times she would struggle to recall the last time she had been outside.

      Fortunately, these weren’t ordinary times, for several reasons.

      King Talarys had shaken up the entire continent. His rugged, muscular figure filled her mind.

      While his visits were rare, he always made time for her. The idea that somebody cared made her heart flutter, along with something else.

      One time, he’d taken her for a walk around the woods to the south of the palace. It had been the first time she’d left the palace since Queen Faeris brought her here over five years ago. Not even the absolute fury that Faeris had shown upon her return had dampened the excitement Alaretta had felt.

      Even now, she remembered the feeling of King Talarys’s hand when he had helped her up after she tripped.

      An external thought intruded upon her mind and Alaretta gritted her teeth. Only one person ever contacted her by sending.

      “The Queen demands my attention,” she told the knights.

      They paused and she stopped along with them. Getting too far from her escorts was dangerous. They had their orders and were utterly loyal to their queen.

      If only that loyalty could be to someone, or something, else. Alaretta kept her thoughts to herself, however. Faeris had returned and the recent turmoil in the city had already calmed down. If she had dreamed of anything better, then it was lost.

      Her only escape lay in the rare visits by King Talarys, and the rare glimpses she gained of the real world through him.

      After a few seconds, the knights grunted and changed direction. They led her to Faeris’s favorite parlor.

      Inside, she found the queen reclining on an overly large sofa while she listened to a magitech piano and drank some wine. A stupidly large painting of the late king filled too much of the wall.

      Alaretta looked around for someone and tried to hide her disappointment when she failed to spot King Talarys.

      “You wanted something, Your Majesty?” she asked instead.

      “I don’t want something, I require it,” Faeris said. “Rys’s bouncy little spymaster was here just now. She seemed convinced that the palace had approved direct shipments of magical catalysts. Huge shipments. The sort that only I could possibly sign for, and I wasn’t even here.”

      Alaretta stared at Faeris. The sigh that escaped Faeris spoke volumes about the queen’s opinion of her supposed daughter.

      “Look. I don’t need you to show any signs of intelligence. All I need to know is whether you saw or heard any unusual activity here while I was gone?”

      “Unusual activity?”

      “Yes. Activity that is not usual, or out of the ordinary, or the sort of thing you don’t typically observe.” Faeris rolled her eyes.

      “I know the meaning of what I said,” Alaretta said, then instinctively winced. Backtalk wasn’t tolerated.

      Faeris seemed preoccupied, however. “Fantastic. So did you see any?”

      “No. The palace was as quiet as ever, although the city seemed noisier than usual. I heard—”

      “I don’t need you to tell me about things you barely even understand. If I told you that the city was noisy because the archangels themselves were parading through the streets, you couldn’t say a word in opposition.” Faeris waved a hand to dismiss Alaretta.

      When she didn’t leave, Faeris glared at her.

      “That means leave.”

      “If King Talarys’s spymaster was here, then—”

      “He’s too busy to travel here. I plan to visit him from now on.” Faeris smiled and looked up at the portrait of her late husband. “That’s a good sign. Things have been so quiet here, and I can only imagine how much better it will be for all of us to be back together.”

      “All of us?”

      “Out! I told you to leave.”

      Alaretta fled without being told another time. The knights escorted her back to her room, remaining silent the entire time.

      That was a silence she needed. Alaretta wasn’t sure if she could manage another conversation.

      Officially, she was a corpse. Her name had once been Amara, before the Malus League had swept in and torched her home. Her parents had been merchants on the outskirts of Torfunburg. Stories of her beauty had attracted nobles and wealthier merchants from all corners of the island. Alaretta was going to be whisked away to a life of luxury, far beyond anything her parents had ever dreamed of.

      Then the demons had come. She remembered little of that night. The screams of pain and terror from her friends, family, and fellow townspeople as she had fled with what few survivors there had been.

      By the time Gorgria’s army swept in to smite the demons, she had been the only one left. Or so she was told. Alaretta had awoken in a barracks near the palace. There, she had been nursed back to health while they healed the grievous physical wounds she had suffered.

      Eventually, Queen Faeris herself had come with a unit of royal knights. She had taken one look at Alaretta, then ordered her to be taken to the palace.

      And so she had become Princess Alaretta. Once, she had found portraits of the true crown princess. The powerful, stern face of that gorgeous woman looked so much more like Faeris, save for the eyes. Those ice-cold eyes haunted Alaretta some nights.

      Years had passed since then. Alaretta had been granted the life of luxury she had once wanted, but not how she wanted it. She grew tired of being the stand-in for a princess who had fled her horrible mother.

      Couldn’t King Talarys take her away, like handsome princes do in stories?

      The door to her room slammed shut behind her, and the knights barred it shut with a dreadful thud. Alaretta stood alone in her sizeable, plush room. Several bookcases filled with romances and textbooks lined the walls. She’d read every book in them ten times over. Her bed covers hadn’t been made today, which should be cause for alarm.

      But then, nobody paid any real attention to her.

      She wandered over to the furthest bookshelf and crouched down. Ever so carefully, she pulled out the fourth book from the right while focusing the tiniest mote of magic in her hands. A soft click sounded nearby.

      Then Alaretta stood up and walked through a bare stone wall.

      On the other side was a small chamber, barely large enough to count as a study for a merchant. An L-shaped desk filled the opposite corner, covered in recording crystals and tidy wooden housings full of papers.

      Several of those recording crystals were active and projected images on the stonework. The rest of the walls were covered in paintings.

      Every single image was of King Talarys. Some paintings depicted him in the nude—an artist’s depiction, supposedly. Others showed him obliterating Avolar’s rebellious armies with righteous fire. The recording crystals showed actual pictures of him caught in the wild, many from appearances during the campaign against the Malus League.

      Alaretta leaned over the table and ran a hand across one projected image. She sighed.

      “Couldn’t you have let her die,” she muttered. “Then I could have become queen, and you could have had me for all eternity, Your Majesty.”

      “You’re getting ahead of yourself if you think you’ll last an eternity,” a female voice said from behind her.

      Alaretta froze. Slowly, she turned and faced the speaker.

      A dark-skinned woman stood immediately behind her, covered from head to toe in black and red robes. Her wicked scythe hung over Alaretta’s head.

      “Sesrah. You’re alive,” Alaretta whispered.

      “Life has nothing to do with it. But yes, I’m still around. Not that I know why, given my summoner is nowhere to be found. Can’t even reach him with mindspeak,” Sesrah said.

      Alaretta barely followed what she heard.

      But she knew what it meant. She grabbed the devil in front of her.

      “Do you have more?” she asked.

      Sesrah grinned down at the desperate princess. “Well, that depends. You did pretty well disrupting Gorgria’s logistics and sending catalysts where I asked. But my next trick is going to be bigger.”

      “I don’t care. I want her gone. Dead.” Alaretta’s eyes gleamed, and they were a bright red. “The power I felt when I drank those potions… The closest I’ve ever come to feeling like that is when I’m with King Talarys.”

      “Uh huh. Well, you’re in luck.” Sesrah pulled out a box and flipped it open.

      Inside were dozens of tiny vials, each containing a viscous red liquid. Alaretta tried to grab the box.

      “No.” Sesrah snapped the box shut and pushed the princess against the desk, nearly knocking everything over. “Like I said, I need something big. This time, I don’t want you to disrupt things. I want you to take them over.”

      Alaretta gulped.

      If she became the queen of Gorgria, would that mean she’d be the one visiting King Talarys?

      Did it really matter? She wanted those vials. With them, she had power. And with that power, she mattered. She could become the sort of woman that slept with legends like King Talarys.

      “Anything,” Alaretta said.

      Sesrah grinned. “Well then. Let’s get some of this devil magic in you.”
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