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CHARACTER LIST


This epic fantasy series has a lot of characters, so this list gives a very brief bio of notable characters relevant to this book. Refer back as necessary.

The list is accurate as of the end of Book 8, not the six-year timeskip of the epilogue.

NATHAN AND CHAMPIONS

Nathan von Straub—protagonist; Bastion; originally Nathan Martel; human; mid-30s; unkempt black hair

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

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

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

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

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

Narime—three sapphire gems; mystic fox from Kurai; 300-400 years old; trigem Champion in original world; six silver fox tails, bright blue eyes, long silver hair and fox ears

Nurevia—three amethyst gems; dark elf; Nathan’s Champion in original world; masochistic; dark skin, long lavender hair, purple eyes, wears revealing outfits

Astra—three iridescent opal gems; dark elf; functionally immortal but somehow died in original world; dark skin, mid-length white ponytail, green eyes

Fyre—two garnet gems; horse beastkin; was possessed by Kadria; channeling Omria’s power as prophet; wings, two spiral horns, long golden blonde hair, red eyes, horse’s tail and ears

Reine—two alexandrite gems; wolf beastkin; Imperial spymaster and Grand Inquisitor; has “divine” eyes of Omria; long black hair, golden wings replace her pupils and irises; black wolf ears and tail

Kara—two amethyst gems and a diamond gem; dog beastkin; long brown hair with droopy dog ears and tail; Fei’s friend and former subordinate; duchess of the former beastkin Enclave

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

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

ANFANG EMPIRE

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

Anna von Clair—Archduchess; Nathan’s wife; long dirty blonde hair

Gorthal von Arangar—former Emperor for the past 40+ years; Alice’s maternal grandfather and head of the Arangar family; deceased

Leopold Tyrim—deceased; Bastion and Emperor Gorthal’s right-hand man; helped raise Ciana and Alice; giant of a man with silvered hair

Otto von Salms—Archduke; former supporter of the Nationalist rebels; now a reliable ally of Alice and Nathan but has political leanings to the Crusader faction

Lotte von Allesburg—last survivor of the Allesburg archducal family; 14 years old

Torneus—former regent of the Amica Federation, currently an administrator under Anna

Vera Nair—Bastion and sorceress; was Nathan’s apprentice previously; long red hair

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

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

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

HOLY KINGDOM OF FALMIR

Princess Charlotte—deceased; former princess of Falmir who used Sofia’s power to become a prophet of Omria; long curly brown hair, extraordinarily beautiful, extremely large chest

King Maxwell—sole surviving descendant of Falmir’s royal family; attractive; took the throne originally as a puppet king to remove Charlotte

Oliver Martel—Bastion; Nathan’s alternative self in this world; oddly incompetent and babied by Charlotte; deceased

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

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

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

ORDER OF TRAFAUMH

Inquisitor Baudelaire—secret leader of the Inquisition and member of the Regal Council; secretly experiments on beastkin to create the divine eyes; turned Trafaumh into a dictatorship in the original world; deceased

Mary de Rosewald—Marquise; rules a border county near the Pearlescent Canyon

Deverese Monet—Bastion; was Nathan’s friend and rival in the original world; has betrayed Trafaumh and sided with Sofia; deceased

Ester—Deverese’s former Champion; two diamond gems; escaped Deverese and now serves Nathan as a Champion and lover

Ysabelle—Deverese’s Champion; two ruby gems; died stopping Deverese’s madness

REPUBLIC OF ARCADIA

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

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

MESSENGERS

Kadria—the Messenger who defeated Nathan in his world and brought him to this one; extremely powerful; succubus; bronzed skin, long black hair, wears very little clothing

The Twins, Laura and Maura—a pair of Messengers who latched onto Nathan’s mind like parasites when he jumped worlds; currently bound to Nathan’s will; succubi; bronzed skin, inhumanly curvy, a little dumb

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

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


CHAPTER 1


Amulti-layered magic circle flickered with light in the center of Gareth’s tower in southern Falmir. Powdered crystal glittered atop chalk lines and small piles of varying elements lay at the confluences of the many lines in the magic circle. Crystalized sulfur, ammonia contained in a beaker, large chunks of charcoal, and far more—an esoteric list of ingredients that Nathan had collected with ease.

Deciding to gather these particular magical catalysts had been a long journey. Years of research, often into subjects the Inquisition and Sorcerer’s Lodges considered forbidden. Past attempts to do what he experimented with ended poorly or produced weak results.

Inside the magic circle lay a small apparatus that held a large beaker of cloudy water.

Nathan stood on the edge of the circle, while Gareth and Beth stood on the far side of the room. The stout Champion kept her shield raised, ready to dart in front of her Bastion at a moment’s notice.

Over the coming minute, Nathan poured ascended magic into the circle. The light emanating from the crystals grew and slowly turned green. It concentrated in the catalysts, turning them an almost sickly green that shined bright enough to make him wince if he looked at them. They burned out within seconds, shriveling into black husks or evaporating into nothingness.

Magic coalesced in the beaker, and so did the green light. When Nathan finished the ritual, it glowed bright enough to illuminate the entire chamber. By the time he reached it, the glow had faded almost entirely.

Maybe a pint of crystal-clear green liquid swirled around in the beaker. Nathan felt the magic within it, but it remained fragile.

“The light show never gets less uncomfortable,” Gareth said, leaning on his staff. He kept his distance from the beaker, as if afraid it might make him impotent. “I’ve learned more about life magic than I planned to over the past few years, and most of that has confirmed why the Lodges strongly discourage even reading about it.”

“You say that as if the Lodges even acknowledge ascended magic,” Nathan said drily.

“They certainly do now, at least in the halls of power.” Gareth shrugged at his look. “Even disregarding you, as everybody knows you’re special, I’m a human that can use ascended magic. The fact gateways and several of Omria’s inventions have been confirmed to rely on ascended magic broke the floodgates. A lot of sorcerers are studying ascended magic in hopes of becoming the pioneers of a new world of magic—for humans, that is.”

A frown crossed Nathan’s face. He spent less time with sorcerers than he probably should, outside the few he felt close to.

Since Sofia’s defeat, the Lodges of Falmir, Trafaumh, and the Empire had maintained their independence. The War of Descension, as the period where Sofia and Fyre had battled for supremacy and legitimacy was now called, had nearly brought the Lodges beneath the governments of their respective nations. As a result, they’d withdrawn heavily from national affairs, preferring to work through nobles and proxies to further their research.

“When did this start happening?” he asked.

“Pretty much the moment Sofia died,” Gareth said. “Truthfully, it’s a slow process. The Lodges were shaken by the War of Descension and wanted to go back to the status quo.”

“There’s no going back.”

A wry smile crossed Gareth’s face. “Tell that to the old fogeys. They eventually understood, especially as the nobles funding them kept banging on their doors to request improvements or sought out mages who could use the same magic as you or me. Money talks, as it always has.”

Nathan shook his head. Then he returned his attention to the beaker in his hand.

The magic remained in place inside the liquid. He swirled it with a finger, expecting the worst.

Nothing happened, save for some splashing noises. No great shattering of glass or an explosion of prismatic light like the last several attempts.

“Well, shit. You think you’ve done it?” Gareth asked. His eyes narrowed.

“I’ll need to find a way to test it properly. We’ve thought the same before. Life magic is… complicated,” Nathan said. “Most of what I do with it is create things that can easily exist. An apple is an apple. Beer is beer. But using magic means extra things get added—like my emotions, which I try to remove to create a ‘pure’ foodstuff.”

“Except now you want the magic, and not the object. You’re trying to distill the essence of life magic, because you’re not trying to create something, but make it last longer. We’re changing to change the essence of a person.”

Nathan nodded.

This beaker potentially contained the first successful attempt to create the solution to the thorniest of Nathan’s problems: an extension to natural life.

Or, to put in layman’s terms, an immortality serum.

He might be ageless and effectively unable to die, and the same went for many of his Champions. But his wives, Alice and Anna? His children with them? Even Gareth and his Champions would live far shorter lives, as Bastions didn’t necessarily live forever.

Tarako might be ageless, but she also had a Champion gem from an entity similar to the outer beings that tried to consume Doumahr.

The door to the chamber opened, and Ciana tentatively poked her head in. She wore her Royal Champion’s uniform, although with less armor than she sported during the war. Her two diamonds and single alexandrite glittered in her collarbone. Spotting Nathan standing in the middle of the magic circle, she stepped inside.

“It’s lunchtime,” she said primly.

Nathan grimaced and handed the beaker to Gareth, who chuckled.

“I’ll leave you to poke at the serum,” Nathan said.

“I’ll see what I can find out. Although if the spell breaks⁠—”

“It means we need to refine this attempt a little further. This is the best result we’ve gotten in years.”

A nod. Gareth was the true researcher here, so Nathan left a lot of the process to him. Sure, Nathan had learned a lot about doing magical research in the past few years, but that merely meant he could help instead of stand around gawking. Most of what he lent to the process was his raw power and mastery of ascended magic, which went well beyond that of ordinary mages.

He slid an arm around Ciana. His ever-loyal bodyguard hadn’t changed at all over the past six years, even after childbirth. She still wore her platinum-blonde hair in a ponytail, and her iridescent horn shined as brightly as always.

“How’s Eris doing? I expected to see her peeking in with you,” he asked.

“Eating lunch,” Ciana said. “If you’re not quick, she’ll wolf it down so she can play bodyguard for Daddy.”

He scowled. Ciana was right, but she didn’t need to tease him about it.

They strode out of the room, leaving Gareth and Beth to clean up and handle the beaker of immortality. A flight of spiral stairs stood between them and the dining room set aside for their use.

Aside from a handful of guards, servants, and one of Gareth’s Champions, the tower was empty, so they wouldn’t encounter anyone else. Hence the clattering noises they heard could only mean one thing.

“How long ago did you give her lunch?” Nathan mused.

Ciana sighed.

They barely made it to the bottom of the stairs before a tiny bundle of energy barreled toward them. A little horse beastkin girl wearing a Royal Champion’s uniform—a real one, even if she wasn’t an official Champion—snapped off a salute to Nathan.

“Reporting for duty, Papa,” Eris chirped, blue eyes practically glowing as she stared up at her father.

Nathan’s daughter had glossy shoulder-length black hair and was tall for her age, but still only six years old. A tiny, spiral horn maybe two inches long protruded from her forehead, and dark horse ears flapped on her head. A fine black horse’s tail swayed behind her at nearly supersonic speeds. She’d inherited his hair color, even if she looked more like Ciana otherwise.

Curiously, small black wings rustled on her hips. The story behind those was long, complicated, and the reason Eris had become the focus of the Cult of Nathan, which he steadfastly ignored.

“At ease,” Nathan said. “Did you eat all your food?”

Eris bit her lip, then nodded her head.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to check your plate, soldier,” he said.

Pouting, Eris stepped up to him and tugged on his jacket. “But Papa, there were these bitter leaf ball things that I never get given at home. Mama said they’re normal here, but they tasted like shit and⁠—”

Ciana’s hand shot out and bonked Eris on the head, causing the small girl to place her hands on her head. She barely reacted otherwise, although Ciana’s diamond flashed.

Unsurprising, given Eris was made of stone. Ciana relied on her diamonds to survive heavy impacts. Her daughter was made of sterner stuff. If Nathan had ever dropped Eris as a baby, she’d have shattered the stonework. While no assassins ever came for her, they’d have given up after their daggers broke on her skin.

“Language,” Ciana chided.

“But Auntie Maura says⁠—”

Ciana glared at her daughter, and Eris cowered.

“You can talk like Auntie Maura when you’re older,” Ciana said.

A long pause. “How much older?”

“When you’re⁠—”

Nathan coughed into his fist. “Let’s talk about that when you’re older.”

“Papa!”

He was being unfair, but life as a child was about dealing with unfair adults. Eris was far from the most troublesome of his children, although she was the most unique.

His hands slid around her shoulders and he forced her to about-face. As he guided her back to the dining room, Eris marched along, each step rising an absurdly large amount as she imitated the parade walk the Royal Knights used in the palace for ceremonies. Her wings fluttered around her with each step and her stubby horn glowed brightly.

Inside the dining room, Nathan found the offenders.

“Ah, brussels sprouts. I never ate these when I was young, either,” he mused, causing Ciana to shoot him a torn look. She was caught between frustration over his loose words around Eris, but interested in his behavior as a child. “Veronica always told me that eating them improved magical ability.”

Eris’s horse ears shot bolt upright. “They do?”

“Absolutely,” he said, meeting his daughter’s all-too-earnest gaze. “Magic flows through the ground and into all plants, where vegetables come from. The more you eat, the more magic you absorb.”

This was true of all life, naturally. Animals ate plants and each other, so it wasn’t like magic was locked away in bitter little lumps to torture small children that liked eating fried chicken and sausages for every meal with large dollops of gravy.

But, again, life as a child was about dealing with unfair adults.

Eris picked up a fork and tentatively prodded one of the halved brussels sprouts. It was fresh and frightfully green, but not exactly Nathan’s favorite vegetable. The servant appeared to have boiled them, although they were at least salted. He’d eaten them like this a lot, as it was the preferred way to serve them in a lot of Falmir.

When he’d grown up and could make food his preferred way, he typically roasted or fried the damn things over an open fire. He doubted Eris would enjoy them even cooked to his preference, but he appreciated the added char.

As Eris’s fork wavered near her mouth, her eyes watered at the idea of eating the sprout. Nathan sighed and took it off her. He took a bite and nodded.

“Tastes like childhood,” he admitted. “Gareth’s old, so I imagine he prefers them like this.”

Ciana frowned at him, then took a bite herself. She grimaced, and Eris burst out laughing at her mother, finger pointed at her and everything.

“Your face, Mama!” Eris giggled. “Papa, can we have these at the palace tonight? I want to see everyone else eat them.”

Oh no.

Only for Ciana to roll her eyes. “These are brussels sprouts, Eris. They were really popular in the Empire centuries ago, when they were discovered in Falmir and cultivated far and wide.”

Eris furrowed her brow, deep in focus as she nodded and tried to follow her mother’s lecture. At her age, Nathan suspected a lot went over her head, but she tried.

“Then why haven’t I eaten them before?” she asked.

“They grow best in cold regions that don’t get too cold,” Ciana explained. “Winter is too cold in most of the Empire and Trafaumh, which is when sprouts are usually grown, so they stick to winter wheat.”

Nathan nodded. “The winds off the western ocean keep things warmer here. The food everyone eats varies for lots of reasons, Eris. Although I suspect the palace knows a way to make them taste good.”

“I doubt it,” Eris mumbled, glaring at the bitter balls that were taunting her with improved magical ability.

He ruffled her hair and her wings flapped excitedly.

While Eris poked and prodded at the sprouts, a glower marring her adorable face, Nathan and Ciana stepped to one side.

“Are you finished here today? It sounded like the ritual was a success for once,” Ciana said.

He nodded. “A success for now. It’s too early to say for sure, especially without any tests. This isn’t like a spell I can just cast and go ‘all done,’ like it’s been in the past as a Bastion. Everything I’ve done with gems has been simple compared to this. I’ve always had solid footing to work with, but now I’m trying to create something even Kadria shrugged at.”

When the problem of Alice and Anna’s aging came up, he’d done the smart thing. Go straight to the immortal succubi who appeared to understand how the very gears of reality operated.

All three of them had scratched their heads and given him some variation of “the outer beings handled that.”

Kadria had, admittedly, been more explicit. “Changing the state of another being is explicitly the role of outer beings. Sofia became a goddess because she used her power to change Doumahr and develop a system to allow Bastions to do that with Champions. I’m half-convinced the main reason Champions never lived forever is that Bastions died before them. I can use life magic and alter my appearance, but my old boss is the one turning Messengers into monsters. It’s a long step to take.”

“Monster” wasn’t what he wanted to accomplish with his serum, but he understood the succubus’s point. Making a human live forever meant they ceased to be human. Every Bastion and Champion innately understood that fact, as Champions ceased to be human once a Bastion’s magic transformed their bodies.

Ciana placed a hand against his cheek, pulling him from his thoughts. “That’s more of a success than you’ve had over the past few years. I worried you’d turn into the old Nathan trying to pursue this. You still work too much, despite how peaceful Doumahr is.”

He smiled at her and grasped her hand. “While it’s important, it’s also a nice distraction. Most of what I do these days is too political.”

“How much do you have waiting for you at the palace?”

“Uh, if you ignore the Diet⁠—”

“Should I tell Alice that?” Ciana smiled brightly.

“No,” he said flatly. “Alice wants me to help with the spring session of the Diet, or at least make an appearance. Lotte and Kara need to talk to me about some big plan to redevelop a large stretch of land along their borders still recovering from the civil war. Darman, the Arcadian ambassador, wants to organize a tour of Arcadia and the Free Territories sometime this year.”

A grimace crossed the unicorn knight’s face when he mentioned that. The Free Territories was what had become of the Den and the vast swathes of land above Arcadia when it split off to become a separate beastkin nation. But while it had an immense population, it failed to truly form a consensus or any hopes of a central government.

For now, everyone left them alone. They’d earned their freedom the hard way, and something or someone would rise from the turmoil. After being oppressed for millennia, the beastkin had earned the right to spend a few years to sort out their future. Nathan kept an ear to the ground to make sure that whatever that was didn’t turn out to be trouble.

“So you’re still very busy,” Ciana said.

“If everyone feels they can whisk me off to random rooms for…” He saw Eris looking at them and cleared his throat. “… a distraction, and I spend most of my time being a father, I don’t think I’m that busy. I’m not up past midnight planning for wars.”

“Staying up until midnight is bad for you, Papa,” Eris chirped.

“That it is,” he said. “Why don’t we head back to the palace?”


CHAPTER 2


Eris darted over to Nathan, then her eyes widened as she remembered she was supposed to be his “bodyguard.” Standing beside him with a stern look, she gripped an invisible sword on her waist and pretended to look for danger.

They teleported to Aleich’s Imperial Palace using the gateway in the tower. Several onyx automatons greeted them when they walked into the palace’s new portal room, and a thick vault door stood beyond a glowing golden barrier. Each automaton carried a runic blade capable of spatial slashes, and runes shimmered on the black stone of their bodies. Tails formed of delicate wolf fur stood stiff behind their bodies, each stuffed full of magic.

After their initial reaction, the automatons saluted, then returned to being statues. Ciana allowed the tension to leave her body and let go of her sword hilt. The glow of her prosthetic arm faded. Eris clapped happily at what she felt to be a show.

Risks to Doumahr as a whole were far lower than they used to be, but Nathan had vastly increased the security for himself and those closest to him as he improved his magic. Messengers still arrived often enough to be a problem, but far less frequently than he’d ever experienced in the past. With Omria—whatever she was, now Sofia was missing—still active through Fyre, invasions remained a persistent danger. The military couldn’t stand down and needed to remain ever vigilant.

More than that, he never knew when his true enemy might attempt to assassinate him or claim him, much as it had tried through Sofia. Perhaps the entire thing had been a ploy to take Sofia back, but Nathan held no illusions that the outer being would have taken him as well if it saw the chance.

Hence the portal room not only contained all gateways leading into the palace, but also redirected all teleportation here. The wards would contain intruders while the powerful automatons used spatial and elemental magic to destroy them. As he didn’t need to spread himself thin across a hundred portals anymore, he could make the defenses here immensely powerful. Every Bastion in the Empire could assault the palace at once, and Nathan felt certain they’d fall to the defenses.

Eris marched alongside him and Ciana through the halls of the palace. Servants and knights greeted them as they walked. With the Diet in session, the halls were extra busy.

Not that they weren’t busy on an ordinary day. Nathan had expanded the palace too many times to count by now, and split it into multiple wings. Perhaps it had been used to handle the Imperial family in the past, but not Nathan’s family. He had over a dozen close Champions, numerous children, two wives, and plenty of guests. And some of his Champions came with their own entourages.

Tarako’s clan had set up shop once she got pregnant and never left. As far as they were concerned, they were raising future clan chiefs. Nathan didn’t disabuse them of this notion.

He needed all the help he needed with those terrible twins. He’d never thought of what it would be like to raise a toddler with the power to use spatial magic, let alone two of them.

Nathan’s priority today was to see if any of the Diet business truly needed his attention. Years of peace meant the Diet spent most of its time arguing, so he should find Kara or Anna and ask what was on the agenda. Preferably while the Diet was taking one of its usual breaks.

Fyre ambushed them before they got close to the palace’s grand hall. No doubt she sensed their arrival.

“Mama Fyre,” Eris said, holding her arms out.

Fyre’s own wings flared out as she picked up Eris, causing the young girl to squawk and squirm. She’d wanted a hug, not to be cradled. Laughing, Fyre set Eris down.

“Are you guarding Papa?” Fyre asked, red eyes bright as she crouched down.

“I’m keeping him safe.” Eris nodded rapidly.

Fyre tapped Eris on the nose. “Good. You need to remember that he has lots of enemies, and only we can keep him safe from them.”

“Don’t give her the wrong idea,” Nathan said, exasperated.

The reason Eris followed him everywhere, and sometimes crept into his room at awkward times during the night, was because of the terrible influence of her “mothers.” Which was a confusing fact in itself.

Eris was definitely Ciana and Nathan’s daughter, but Fyre had involved herself as well for one very particular reason.

When Nathan had first begun knocking up his many Champions, they’d split into two camps: those interested in having kids, and those not. Fyre had been in the former.

Only to swiftly find out she had a problem similar to the one the Twins and Artemis suffered from. Becoming Omria changed her body at a fundamental level. The Twins were inhuman beings who needed to develop magic to make them compatible with Nathan, while Artemis was fundamentally undead and therefore incapable of reproduction.

Fyre, though, couldn’t get pregnant because her body rejected the idea. Everything functioned. They’d even used magic to check everything worked. But no matter how enthusiastically she and Nathan tried, she failed to get pregnant.

Kadria shed light on the subject with a theory and her knowledge of Sofia. “Sofia never wanted children. Hated the idea as much as she liked being fucked into the next century. I can see her fundamentally altering the concept of ‘being Omria’ to prevent pregnancy, so she wouldn’t need to worry about the idea. Otherwise, there’d be a Messenger with the power to knock women up by pointing at them, and they’d have won by default.”

After getting over the initial disappointment—as much as Fyre could, at any rate—the solution was obvious. Fyre lived vicariously through Ciana’s child, as the two were as close as anyone in Nathan’s circle. To help matters along, Fyre injected her power into Ciana during the pregnancy.

Hence the wings, and likely Eris’s abnormally strong physical constitution. Eris effectively had two mothers in some strange way.

To the public, and especially anyone in the Imperial Palace, Eris appeared to be a demigodly child born from Nathan. Her wings and power “proved” he was a new god, and he’d begun rapidly gathering followers. Or, more accurately, allowing them to emerge from the shadows. Fyre probably helped them, given her own proclivities.

“It’s the truth,” Fyre said, smiling up at him. “Would a goddess lie?”

“Yes,” he and Ciana said without hesitation.

Eris looked between her two mothers, but was used to this. She shifted to stand next to Nathan.

A nearby door opened, and a busty catgirl stepped out, providing a healthy distraction.

Artemis glanced over and blinked at them. She mimed walking back inside the room, eliciting a scowl from Ciana.

“Do I want to get involved here?” Artemis asked. “I need to check on Ayla and Lyse.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Is Fei busy?”

“Kara dragged her into the Diet today. Something needs every vote, and Fei doesn’t get offered a proxy vote by virtue of protecting the Empire anymore.”

Ah, yes. Countess Fei von Kuste. A truly rare sight.

“Is she wearing a dress?” Ciana asked.

Fyre smirked. “Yes. She glared at me when I snuck out.”

“Of course she did. You’re the goddess and are supposed to certify all laws they pass,” Nathan said drily.

“Oh, please. The Empire managed to run without me for a few centuries.” Fyre paused, then shrugged. “They’re lucky I still show up to open the sessions.”

Eris waved her hands at Artemis. “Auntie Arty, is Papa in danger from lots of enemies? Do we always need to protect him?”

“Absolutely,” Artemis said without hesitation. “When you grow up, you’ll protect him just like us.”

Nathan held back a groan.

They were all like this. Would his children grow up thinking they needed to be his newest generation of warriors?

“I’ll come with you,” he told Artemis. “If Fei’s busy, it means the Diet’s still in session.”

“Avoiding the votes, huh?” The catgirl shot him a sly look. “I think the only important thing for you are the visitors. I overheard Alice mention that King Maxwell is coming, and it caused Otto to ask if he should invite his son to the Diet.”

Curious. That could mean several things. Maxwell hadn’t made an appearance at the Diet itself, even if he showed up once a year to reaffirm the alliance he’d formed with the Empire.

He’d ask Alice later.

The group made their way to the children’s wing. Eris kept up her marching routine the whole way, even though it slowed them down. While Ciana and Fyre fawned over her, Nathan couldn’t read Artemis. The kitty kept a tight grip on him instead.

“Ciana, I think it might be a good time for Eris to return to her studies for the afternoon,” he said, ignoring the loud whining of his daughter. “She’s had a very exciting morning, but if she wants to be a powerful sorceress and warrior, she needs practice.”

Even the usual taunt didn’t quiet Eris. She pouted even as Ciana dragged her off.

Fyre leaned her chin on one hand as she watched them go. “I can never read you, Artemis. Sometimes you treat the kids like a ball of yarn. Other times you’re a jittery mess.”

“I’m not jittery,” Artemis said coldly.

Fyre’s eyes didn’t leave Eris’s back. “Is there something about Eris that bothers you?”

A long silence resulted. This was far from the first time the two women had traded barbs.

Artemis sighed and her tail curled around Nathan’s leg. “I don’t do well with kids, let alone those injected with otherworldly power. It’s a me thing.”

Fyre bit her lip. “I… think I understand that better than I’d like to admit.” Her eyes glazed over, and when Nathan looked into them, they appeared to be gazing a thousand miles into the distance.

Or, perhaps, a thousand realities.

Something to bring up one day, when the wound appeared less raw.

He rubbed Artemis’s shoulder and pulled her against him, ignoring her hiss. “It’s fine to be uncomfortable, and I’m proud that you push past it despite everything. You do so much to help Fei.”

Artemis looked away and played with the golden ribbon tied to one side of her hair. She’d changed in appearance ever-so-slightly over the past few years. Her powers and undead nature meant she couldn’t permanently change, but she’d found ways to make it easier to tell her apart from Fei.

The two women looked literally identical, save for Fei’s slightly larger cup size and increased curviness. Both had expected Fei to gain more curves after two pregnancies, but being a Champion meant she bounced back to her old form just as swiftly as Artemis did whenever she lost her head.

So Artemis took matters into her own hands. The ribbon helped, but she also adjusted her hairstyle to make her hair curlier than Fei’s, focusing more on hair care. She’d dyed a single thick lock of her bangs crimson red. The color changed on a whim, as the dye rarely lasted more than a week.

The three of them finished their trek through the palace. Artemis undid a magically locked door and entered a large playroom full of toys. This particular room had seen several children go through it, and many of the toys had seen better days. Especially after Eris and the older sister of the twins inside had their way with them.

Two small catgirls looked up from where they played with wooden blocks in the center of the room. Nathan guessed they were building a city of some sort, although it lacked any real structure. Pretty good for a pair of three-year-olds.

Their faces lit up when they saw Artemis. “Ma⁠—”

They paused, catching the ribbon and dyed lock of hair. If adults couldn’t tell Artemis and Fei apart, three-year-olds struggled. They’d reacted on instinct.

“Mama Arty!” they shouted after a moment, shooting to their feet and barreling across the room.

“Yes, yes,” Artemis said, smiling despite her tone.

She kneeled down and scooped both girls up, cradling them in an arm each. They giggled and leaned against the alternative universe version of their mother. Artemis pressed her lips against both of their foreheads.

Fyre smirked in the background, hand on her chin.

“How are my favorite girls doing?” Nathan asked.

His youngest daughters with Fei, Ayla and Lyse, looked up at him with wide eyes.

“You say that to everyone,” Artemis said.

“Maybe,” he said.

“Bad Papa,” Ayla said, then giggled.

Lyse copied her sister, “Bad Papa.”

“No, I’m a good papa,” he corrected them.

“No, bad Papa. Mama Arty says so, and so does Mama,” Lyse said.

He looked at Artemis, who merely smiled. The cat had truly eaten the canary, and didn’t give a damn that he knew.

A sigh escaped him. He reached out and stroked the cheeks of his daughters.

He and Artemis kept his twin daughters company for a while, and listened to the duo chirp about the block city they’d made. A few servants wandered in, and one brought food.

Wincing, Nathan realized he’d forgotten the reason Ciana had entered the chamber back in Gareth’s chamber to begin with. Fyre caught his expression.

“Forgotten something?” the goddess asked.

“I skipped lunch,” he admitted. “I guarantee Eris noticed, too. Ciana will chew me out when she comes back.”

Fyre snorted. “You mean she’ll tell you to set a better example. Ciana never says mean things to you outside the bedroom.”

Nathan shot her a look, and pointedly glanced at the toddlers. Fyre rolled her eyes.

“They’re three,” she said.

A wooden block soared across the room. Fyre’s hand snapped up and caught it. She and Artemis traded glares.

“I think somebody agrees with me,” Nathan said.

Fyre ran a hand down her face. “I adore all the tykes, but…”

“But?”

“I think I know why the Twins take vacations now. They used to never want to leave you alone, and now they have a holiday home in Trafaumh, with hand-picked servants that you hired for them. Needing to self-censor drives me a bit crazy.”

“You say that, but the Twins also can’t wait for everyone to grow up so they can teach them all the naughty things,” Nathan said drily.

That was, almost word-for-word, what Maura and Laura had told him once before. He doubted his daughters would need him to teach them about the birds and the bees, and instead wondered if he’d need to set boundaries to prevent them from being corrupted by the sex demons in their orbit.

Especially as all the crazy fetishes Maura and Laura indulged in became more concerning once he had his own children to worry about.

With the number of children piling up—not to mention a small town occupied by his former Royal Knights best not talked about—he needed to educate, rather than control, and hope for the best. That was the essence of good parenting in his eyes. Accepting and guiding, rather than blinding trying to control his kids and being made a fool of when they did it anyway, just without supervision.

Well, he could control the succubi Twins. They loved that.

“Do you have any plans after lunch?” Fyre asked, shooting him a wicked smile. “Today’s been soooo boring.” Her hand ran down his chest.

“I can make some time,” he said. “But I’ll definitely need to eat in that case.”

“I can wait a little longer. Especially if it gets me out of the path of all the nobles when they escape the Diet.”

He’d have to leave any plans for the Diet until later, although he might be able to catch Alice later tonight.

Artemis’s ears twitched, and she gave the kids a couple of quick kisses. Nathan took the hint and joined in. He’d missed most of the long story about the city, and his daughters didn’t feel like repeating it. But they still pointed out the “landmarks.” Apparently he had his own palace in their city, separate from the normal palace.

Was that how they saw things? Amusing. He didn’t miss the looks the servants threw at him.

“If you’re eating, then I’m joining,” Artemis said. “I planned to join Ayla and Lyse, but they’re not exactly the most exciting conversation partners and I can come back. They’re deep in their own world, anyway. As always.”

“They got Nathan’s brains, while Raissa got Fei’s stomach.” Fyre grinned.

He sighed. “Don’t be mean. She also got her excitability.”

Raissa was his oldest daughter, technically. Of all his Champions and wives, Fei had given birth first, making Raissa the oldest by roughly a day over Kara’s daughter, Lin, and weeks compared to Eris.

Speaking of Raissa, she should be eating lunch around now. Like her mother, she had a scheduled mealtime and a dedicated team of cooks. Although they were the same chefs as Fei’s team. Raissa didn’t eat anywhere near as much as Fei, even if she ate adult portions at six years of age.

They’d never exactly worked out the mystery of why Fei ate so much, but it had been inherited by at least one of her children. His best theory so far was that Fei had been affected by his use of ascended magic, particularly as her gems had always been empowered by them thanks to her magic-consuming flames. What that meant for Raissa, he had no idea.

Nathan used his control over the palace to check on the dining halls. He sensed the life force and magic of hundreds of people within the building, but filtered it out. His wards and alarms would detect anything awry.

Raissa sat inside her usual dining hall. That settled it.

“Why don’t we join Raissa for lunch? She’d appreciate the company,” he said.


CHAPTER 3


Raissa’s dining hall was no different from any other, save for being located inside the Champion wing. Nathan’s closest Champions and staff worked and lived here, and it bordered both the children’s wing and the corner set aside for his personal bedroom. There wasn’t really a wing for the Imperial family anymore, as he and those closest to him stretched across much of the Imperial Palace.

Raissa sat inside with a large platter of food. The chefs ensured she had plenty of food each day, although they served her a much smaller dinner in the evening. The rapidly growing catgirl practically ran laps around the city and needed the energy, but still had to sleep.

Unlike Eris, but much like her mother, Raissa ate a varied diet. Grilled fish, sautéed vegetables with a thin sauce, crumbed chicken, and a side of mashed potato. Fei would inhale the plate and wonder why the starter was so small, but for the growing child, this was more than enough. Most of his Champions ate less than this.

“Are you practicing magic this morning, Raissa?” Nathan asked as he slid onto the bench opposite his daughter. “You’re eating more today.”

“Pmhphm!” Raissa spluttered, trying to speak with her mouth full of food.

Artemis covered the girl’s mouth with a napkin and frowned. “Don’t speak with your mouth full.”

Raissa swallowed and looked up at Artemis. “Yes, Mama.”

“I’m not your mother.”

“Yes, Mama.” Raissa smirked.

Rolling her eyes, Artemis strode over to the kitchen attached to the dining hall. “I’ll let the cooks know we’re here.”

As if she needed to. Nathan could hear the staff shouting orders to each other. But Artemis would order something specific for him and prevent them from making him five different dishes and asking him to pick one. Although he suspected the cooks usually ate the other four themselves.

Raissa smiled at Nathan. He’d never seen Fei when she was a child, but if he had, he suspected she’d look like Raissa. Adorable, very small, oddly skinny for a girl who ate her body weight in food each day, and always in search of praise.

Instinctively, he reached out and ruffled her black hair. It was long for her age, falling to her shoulder blades, and had natural curls that were closer to the ones Artemis actively cultivated. He assumed they came from his side of the family. Her cat’s tail danced behind her in response.

“Auntie Sen is making me cast empty spell frames over and over today,” Raissa said. “She said it will help me focus my magic, as…” She screwed up her face. “Um, apparently I’m bad at it.”

“All beastkin are bad at magic,” Fyre said settling in next to Raissa. “Or at least, the sort of complicated magic sorcerers use. Most are limited to simple battle magic. But with training you can learn more, especially with Nathan as your father.”

Raissa nodded. “But I can just get a gem from Papa, right? Like my Mamas?”

Artemis looked back from where she leaned through the window to the kitchen, but said nothing.

Nathan steepled his hands and leaned on them. Raissa bit her lip, and he immediately relaxed his posture.

“You’re right,” he said. “But anyone can use a gem, even if training and willpower makes them stronger. Magic is something special that requires you to put special effort into it, or else you won’t get anything out of it. I spent my life learning it, and I still have a long way to go. And you have aunts who have spent centuries doing the same.”

Nodding, Raissa remained quiet. “Um, I’m sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for.” When she said nothing, he poked her in the forehead. “Magic training was boring when I was your age. It wasn’t until I was much older than I grew to love diving into magic, and even now I still struggle with the boring parts.”

Although he didn’t remember enjoying the physical training either. Raissa’s teachers were considerably less harsh than Lily and left fewer bruises. While Lily hadn’t started training him in earnest until he was a few years older than Raissa, she had still made him do basic physical exercises.

To be the scion of a noble required one to dedicate themself to growth. Education, physical training, magical achievement. As the son of a powerful Bastion and earl, he’d been spared nothing.

Most of his Champions came from humbler origins and questioned the strict regimen of his children, only to run up against the upbringings of Anna, Alice, Seraph, and Narime. Even Tarako had grown up in a rather strict manner, if for different reasons.

What he did take to heart was that he needed to give his kids time to themselves, and to him. So Eris got to play bodyguard, and Raissa could focus on physical exercise some days. Her birthday this year had involved running around a forest for a few days while Nathan taught her how to hunt—with a small army ensuring nobody intervened, including any errant Messengers. t’

Raissa nodded happily and resumed eating. “’hank ’ou.”

Before he could say anything, Fyre tapped her atop the head. Raissa winced and swallowed.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “Thank you, Papa.”

Their meals came out shortly, but Nathan became distracted by a new arrival. Torneus entered wearing his usual garb, and he looked as old and weathered as always. He carried a thick book and some scrolls.

Raissa had already finished her lunch and moved to sit next to Nathan, kicking her legs back and forth while her tail danced along his back. When he stood to join Torneus, she stood and followed him.

“I didn’t realize you were in Aleich,” Nathan said as he held out his hand.

Torneus chuckled and gave Nathan a stiff handshake. “I try not to make my presence known. But Anna asked me to come when she received word this morning that King Maxwell would visit. While I’m certain she could handle it, she’s busier than ever with your son. Plus, one never knows what schemes will emerge from the nobility when confronted with an opportunity.”

“An assassination?”

Raissa gasped.

“Hardly something so exciting. You needn’t worry, young Raissa. The time when anyone would try something so evil in front of your father has long passed,” Torneus said, before turning back to Nathan. He gestured to a spare table and they sat. “No, the worry is more political. When Maxwell took the throne, few thought he’d last a month. Now?”

“His position is weaker than any monarch before him, thanks to Adam Martel’s royal council. Yet he’s unified Falmir and played both Adam and the Empire against each other to remain in control,” Nathan said.

Torneus chuckled. “An exemplary answer. One I’d expect your children to repeat to me in several years when I ask them about history.”

Raissa’s face reddened. “I… I could tell you that now.”

“What does the Falmir royal council do?” Torneus raised an eyebrow at Raissa.

“Um… they’re the… council of royals who⁠—”

Nathan ruffled his daughter’s hair harder than usual, and she squawked at him. Her tail tried to lash his back, but was far too small and weak to do so.

“You’ll understand properly when you’re older,” Torneus said. When Raissa puffed out her cheeks, the old man tapped the side of his head. “It’s not because we won’t tell you, but because you need to train your mind, as well as your body. You’re six. I’m over sixty. Every year is another you can use to improve yourself.”

Still pouting, Raissa nodded. She stared at the table.

Rubbing her back, Nathan gestured for Torneus to continue.

“In truth, we all know the balance of power is fragile in Falmir. If Maxwell is visiting the Diet in person, it’s likely because he wants to tip it himself,” Torneus said. “And there are many nobles who want to affect the Empire in turn. There are… rumblings of late.”

“Rumblings?” Nathan asked.

A sigh. The old man rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Old men notice things quicker than young ones. To you, six years feels like both a long time, but also not that long. Little changes for you. But at my age, you understand how much should change.” His eyes pierced Nathan.

Instantly, he understood. “People are noticing that I don’t age, and they’re worried about it.”

“Yes.” Torneus nodded. “Champions don’t age, or if they do, it happens very slowly. But Bastions? Leopold aged alongside Gorthal. His magic meant he remained an immensely dangerous warrior, but he grew old. The nobility have expectations for Bastions. You’re approaching forty, and should be showing signs of middle age. But you remain in the peak of health and appearance.”

An explosive breath left Nathan’s mouth.

He’d known this would happen sooner or later. Hell, developing a serum to let Alice and Anna live forever would cause a lot of turmoil, and require Alice to step down voluntarily if they didn’t want to rule the Empire forever.

But in just six years, before he’d had a chance to form a true foothold?

Torneus raised his hands, palms outward. “There’s nothing to worry about. Yet. There’s a long gap between it being noticed and anyone acting on it, other than the few who truly dislike you. Officially, you’re not the Emperor, yet you hold a reputation on par with Fyre and the Watcher Omria herself, leaving you unimpeachable. But it means nobles will begin to maneuver with the knowledge that you’ll be here more or less permanently. You should expect that the most astute of them—Maxwell, for example—are well aware.”

“Thank you for the heads up,” Nathan said.

Later that night, after he’d left Raissa to continue her training with Sen, seen off Artemis, and enjoyed his afternoon with Fyre, he sat on the foot of his bed. A glass of brandy and ice was in his hand as the moonlight streamed in.

Any minute now, Ciana or one of his other Champions would enter. Fyre had left nearly thirty minutes ago and the Diet had ended.

He stared at the inky black door hidden in a corner of the room, inviting him to explore it. A red emblem blazed on it.

Unlike the doors to his mental world, one of which was inside Alice’s adjoining bedroom, he’d never gone through this door. It didn’t belong to him.

It almost certainly belonged to the outer being that had tried to destroy this world. The emblem had appeared on the dominions he sent to defeat Nathan, and they were his most loyal Messengers.

For six years, the door had stood here, unchanging and unmoving.

The door was there for a reason. Maybe it was a standing offer, should everything fall apart.

But he also wondered if it was an invitation for them to meet. He’d spoken with Fate, the partner to the outer being, and he had been very interested in meeting Nathan. Fate’s words suggested Nathan had been ascended to become an outer being himself, and that Fate had been similarly uplifted into one on purpose.

If Fate had been turned into an outer being intentionally, what did that say about what was happening to Nathan?

Tonight, Nathan’s thoughts about the door remained nothing more than idle time-wasting. When Alice stepped through the door from her adjoining bedroom, she turned the lights on with a frown.

He turned to face her. “Sorry. Just thinking. I take it we need to talk about Maxwell?”


CHAPTER 4


Alice looked as gorgeous as always, as the past few years had treated her well. She’d been young when he first met her and grown into her role as empress. While she’d sipped a few of his anti-aging concoctions—despite their extreme weakness making them failures as immortality serums—she still looked in her early-to-mid-twenties. Aleich’s women’s fashion scene often revolved around her choices of clothing, given her popularity, accessibility, and love for dressing up.

Tonight, she wore a free-flowing dress with complex folds and plenty of room to move around in. It was a marked change from the often tight-fitting gowns she favored from Trafaumh, or the large, showy dresses previously popular in the Empire.

Ignoring his question, she strode to his side and stared at the inky black door. He knew she couldn’t see it, but her gaze discomforted him all the same.

How often had he glanced at the door, thinking Alice wasn’t paying attention, for her to know exactly where it was in his bedroom?

To break the disquieting silence, he leaned over and wrapped his arms around Alice’s waist. She let out a soft giggle, then gasped when he pushed the folds of her billowing dress aside and laid his head on her stomach.

Her hands rested on the top of his head, while her fingers played through his hair. He listened to the tiny life inside her mildly bloated stomach.

The free-flowing dress wasn’t a fashion choice, but designed to hide her growing pregnancy while she continued to act as Empress.

“I would have thought you’d grow bored with this by now,” Alice said, voice barely a whisper. “I’m hardly the first pregnant woman you’ve held, and this will be your…” She pursed her lips for a moment. “Ninth child, at least in the palace. Tenth, if Reine gives birth before me.”

“Maybe. But it’s my first with you.” He tickled her sides, and she writhed in his arms. “And while I definitely want to take a break as a father, I want to celebrate all the children I have. Not like…” he trailed off with a dark expression before shaking his head.

Alice shivered at the sensation of him rubbing against her belly. “You aren’t your father. Or fathers, in this case.” Her hands pressed against the side of his face, and she smiled at him. “Now, what are you actually brooding about?”

“Maxwell,” he insisted.

She huffed, then pulled herself out of his arms. Only to plop down in his lap and push him backward. He wrapped his arms around her, placing his head against her neck so he could see her face.

“Fine. Keep your secrets.” Alice stuck her tongue out at him. “Maxwell is… not a problem, but worth discussing.”

“I get the feeling this is more important than the fact he finally showed up to the Diet,” Nathan said.

“Naturally. There’s a political dimension to him ingratiating himself with the Diet directly, but it’s mostly his to handle. Falmir’s nobility worry he intends to rejoin the Empire. I’m not sure they’re wrong, even if I doubt Maxwell ever plans to make his throne inferior to mine.”

“So?” Nathan raised an eyebrow. If the matter wasn’t about the Diet, he wanted to dig into it.

Alice poked his nose while feigning annoyance. “He’s brought his wife and daughter with him for the first time.”

A vague feeling about the issue crept up inside Nathan, but he played dumb. “I’m surprised he married so young. He’s barely older than you were when you became Empress.”

“He’s also the last direct descendant of his royal line—that anyone is willing to recognize, at least.” Alice’s comment was an oblique reference not just to Gareth, but a larger problem many people continued to ignore despite her impressive bust size and increasing role in Imperial politics. “A marriage with his political opponents soothed nerves, and an heir keeps the monarchists happy. Even if Maxwell reserves his love for his bodyguard.”

When Alice gave Nathan an odd look, he frowned.

Had he missed something?

His wife sighed and barely held back a smile as she leaned back against him. “His bodyguards are beastkin, Nathan. He even tracked down a unicorn beastkin called Trish and knighted her, despite the fact she’s a good decade older than him, as if the secret to your power is Ciana’s unyielding support.”

“In a way, it is,” he joked.

“Maybe. But I doubt it comes from fucking her when you think nobody will notice you’re missing.”

Nathan definitely did that, so remained quiet.

But Alice was beating around the bush, so he had to move things along.

“This is about his daughter, isn’t it?” he asked.

Alice nodded. “It’s obvious Maxwell is after another political marriage. Not his own, but his daughter’s. I’ve told you before that I was intended to marry Otto, yes?”

“Before I stole you away.”

She pinched his arm. “Don’t say that. I chose you and never had any interest in him.”

“I know.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek, and she relented. “Do you know who he’s after? Torneus implied Otto was interested…” Suddenly, an element of Torneus’s conversation that he’d missed hit him like a sack of rocks. “Shit. Leo…”

“Yes, it’s you.” Alice sighed, and darkness fell over her expression. “You have an adorable son, who is barely younger than Maxwell’s daughter. Potentially, you might have another if you stop being biased toward daughters.”

He hunched his shoulders. Many observations had been made about the fact that his children trended toward a nearly nine-to-one girls-to-boys ratio. Personally, he suspected the succubi had done something, but they insisted it was a subconscious aspect of his power affecting the world.

“That explains why Anna is worried,” Nathan said. “And why nobody told me about it until Torneus brought it up.”

“An arranged marriage with your only son is exactly the sort of thing that will get you riled up. We all know how protective you are of your children.” Alice placed his hand on her belly. “Our children.”

He sighed and rested against her for a long minute, simply enjoying the feeling of holding his wife.

“Nathan?” she eventually asked, soft enough she thought he had fallen asleep.

“I’ll talk with Maxwell about it,” he said. “I won’t agree to anything without talking with you and Anna, but I’ll hear him out. It would be worse to ignore him, than to refuse him. Especially as…”

He couldn’t bring himself to say it.

But while he had found a new home, visiting Falmir as often as he did reminded him of what he’d lost. If he could bring his new and old homes together, without brutal bloodshed, then wasn’t that a good thing?

At the same time, he refused to use his own son as a pawn.

“Thank you,” Alice said, her relief evident. “Now, are you going to show up at the Diet tomorrow or⁠—”

Before she could guilt him into doing anything he’d regret agreeing to, he fell backward onto the bed. His arms pulled her down with him. She squealed, even as he rolled her over and pulled her into a kiss.

“Nathan—” she gasped out.

“You know why Fyre snuck out of the Diet. Isn’t that why you came into my bedroom?” He played with her dress.

“Mean.” She pouted, but happily gave in.

They awoke to the sound of slamming doors, and panicked shouting in various languages.

Alice shot upright, naked and revealing her swollen belly. She scowled when Nathan tried to pull her back down.

“It’s just Shiori and Mio,” he said. “I can hear Tarako.”

And feel her, as his oldest Champion actively used her magic to keep her terrible twin daughters in check.

“You are far too calm about those two,” Alice said. “Even the knights find them scary, and they don’t understand their own strength. I thought it was ridiculous when so many foxes moved in to take care of Tarako, until I realized they can throw around the magic of a fully trained sorcerer as soon as they learned to walk.”

He stopped trying to pull Alice down once it became clear she intended to rise. Instead, he laid across the bed and admired his naked wife as she stood and flipped her hair behind her back.

The glare he earned for admiring her form didn’t make him stop.

“The Champions are still stronger,” he said. “They create a mess, but we stay on top of them.”

“For now.” Alice scowled. “I still remember Narime’s expression when she saw them get their second tails a couple of years ago. You’d have thought she’d dropped dead on the spot.”

Narime hadn’t been alone in her shock. Even Tarako had struggled with the rapid growth of her children.

Normally, mystic foxes gracefully matured over the course of centuries. The more powerful the fox, the faster they gained their tails. Narime was on the stronger side, gaining her seventh tail around three centuries old. Tarako had taken long enough that she refused to even say how long it took, except that Narime would get hers before she did. What little he knew suggested Tarako might have taken thousands of years to get nine tails and it was a long enough timeframe to embarrass her.

So his twin fox daughters getting their second tail before most noble children began their formal education suggested great things.

Things so great that the palace had been invaded by even more foxes from Tarako’s clan, and Alice didn’t protest because she appreciated the assistance.

The banging and clattering subsided. Ciana’s anger filtered through his link with her. Nathan reached out to check and found her outside along with Kara. He winced.

Of all the Champions in the palace to upset, his fox daughters had bothered the worst two. Both were utterly impervious to anything the terrible twins threw at them and, most terrifyingly, held the palace in their grip. Only Seraph commanded as much respect among the palace servants and knights, and that was because everyone knew she was Nathan’s right hand. Ciana and Kara had friends and allies at all levels of the palace.

No amount of puppy-dog eyes and adorable expressions would avail his children if they went too far.

“I’m assuming Ciana’s taken control,” Alice said, pursing her lips as she looked at the door.

“Her and Kara,” he said.

Alice winced. “Ah. Kara’s been a little high-strung with the Diet. Especially wrangling Fei, who we need again today. Things are busy, but try to find the time to… calm them down.”

“You can ask me to fuck them, Alice.” He shot her a look, even as she glared at him, cheeks reddening. “Don’t play innocent. You’re selective with who you share with, but Kara’s on that list. Do you want⁠—”

“I think Fei needs the attention more,” Alice interrupted, but smiled all the same. “Especially as I don’t need Kara to coo and worry over me when we’re supposed to be sweaty and moaning over you. Thank you, though. I’ll take a raincheck.”

Nathan filed that away. While many of his lovers were eager to join the others in his bed—particularly the beastkin—some weren’t. Anna kept him to herself outside of rare occasions, while Alice’s list comprised those women she worked most closely with. Namely, Fyre, Anna, and Kara.

Alice swooped in and gave him a kiss. He held her against him and deepened the kiss, but didn’t pull her down.

“Lost your energy?” she asked, somewhere between put out and curious.

“You reminded me how busy today will be,” he said.

She perked up.

“I need to speak with Maxwell at some stage. And Lotte, too. While Kara is busy, I know she and Lotte have big plans for redeveloping the borders of their archduchies.”

Alice clicked her tongue. “I won’t complain, then.”

She slipped out of the room after retrieving her clothes, and he lost his excitement. Not that his bedroom would remain dull for long. If he lingered too long, he’d miss his chance to shower and clean up before his children jumped all over him.

While turning on the shower, he silently mused as to how rarely he did this alone. His bed always had company, and it wasn’t often Alice or Anna were so busy they avoided his bedroom. Alice presumably wanted to avoid being dragged into a very long breakfast with his kids.

A puff of shadow in the corner signaled the end to his loneliness. He turned, hot water crashing over his back, and watched as Sunstorm leaned against the wall opposite the shower. She dressed exactly the same as during the War of Descension. A skintight uniform and dual swords allowed her to be ready at any time. She’d grown her hair out, and kept it in a long, thin braid down her back.

“Hiding from your terrifying children?” Sunstorm asked, a smirk lighting up her face.

“Cleaning up before a busy day that starts with them,” he clarified, while gesturing for her to join him. “Anything wrong?”

“Nah. Just heard all the noise and wanted a peek.” She began stripping off, shedding her uniform with practiced ease to reveal her pert breasts and slim, toned body. “Kara was dragging Raissa and Lin off with Artemis’s help when I showed up. Shiori and Mio were kneeling in front of a small army of foxes and knights. Only Eris escaped unscathed, perfect little Daddy’s girl that she is.”

“Dragging them off?” Nathan pulled Sunstorm against himself the moment she stepped within arm’s reach, and she settled against him happily.

“Lia mentioned Fei’s in a dress again today,” Sunstorm said, using Seraph’s true name. “I think Kara wants their daughters to join them in being put to sleep by the Diet.”

Nathan shuddered, and Sunstorm grinned. Her hands began to wander along his body, but she stuck to trying to wash him.

With the kids just outside, the risk of Eris bursting in was high enough to avoid any fun. Not that Eris hadn’t seen him in the middle of the act before, with her tendency to track him down at any hour of the day. Girl had a built-in Papa compass.

“If you’re talking with Lia this morning, does that mean Sen’s left again?” he asked.

“She saw that the Diet was working overtime and fucked off last night after her training with Raissa. I think she’s in Straub. Wanted some peace and quiet. Although she did offer to still train any of the girls if they join her there.”

“She deserves to rest whenever she wants. I did build her a tower and cabin there,” he said. “And we have a gateway.”

“Yeah, but not just for her.” Sunstorm have him a meaningful look.

He grimaced. To distract them, he turned Sunstorm around and began washing her back. While she wiggled a little, she let the subject drop.

“Have you talked with Sen about doing that journey in the Far Reaches? Or up the Soaring Peaks?” he asked.

“I should be asking you that.”

He paused, realizing she was right. Damn.

“I’d call you old for forgetting things, but with so many tykes vying for your attention, I think you’re just distracted.” Sunstorm glanced over her shoulder at him. “We’ll go on the journey when you’re ready, Nathan. It’d be boring without you, and you’re the one we want to share the adventure with.”

“Sorry, Choe,” he said. “I…” He caught himself. “I can look into it, but…”

“You said this last time, too.” She smirked at him. “You’re getting soft if you’re making promises you know you can’t keep.”

“Don’t call me soft.” He pressed a finger against her nose, and Sunstorm closed her mouth around it. Her teeth bit into his skin, if gently. “When’s the last time you collected any new heads?”

“Last month.” She stuck out her chest. “A corrupt priestess in Trafaumh manipulated your cult as part of her rebellion against Reine and the Inquisition. Ended as well as all the other attempts to fight against the changes we’re making in Trafaumh, even if this one got a bit larger than usual.”

Nathan wondered how many other heads she’d gathered over the years without telling him. If he worried about the negative influence of the succubi Twins on his children, Sunstorm would be just as big of a shock.

His kids would someday learn that “Auntie Choe,” as they called her, kept a collection of preserved heads of enemies she killed. Even worse, they might learn that she derived some level of sexual satisfaction from their existence.

“Sorry,” he said again. “I know you and Sen have talked about this trip for ages, but I think it will be some time before I can afford to leave for several months. As much fun as I think it will be.”

Sunstorm turned and pressed her hands against his chest. Her eyes met his. “Don’t be. Sen and I will be here in however many years it takes for the pups to grow up, and Ciana mentioned the new ones will be the last for a while.”

“I’m still placing them over you. Hell, I’m placing the women who choose to have children over you and the others. I don’t…” He looked away, and did his best to hide his instinctive reaction.

To no avail.

Sunstorm’s hands gripped his. “The others haven’t noticed, but I spend my time around Sen. I recognize that look of regret. You’re still you, Nathan. Wanting to give your kids everything is normal. The crap everyone grew up with isn’t. Hell, I bet you’re worried about setting a bad example by skipping out on the Diet.”

He nodded.

“Nobody’s perfect. I love you because you’re not. Fuck, I’m not.” She looked to the side and leaned against him, water rushing down their bodies. “When you started having children… I thought I’d be jealous. I lost my parents in Kurai, so early I barely remember them.” A shuddering breath escaped her, and Nathan cradled her body against his chest.

“I’ve never noticed any jealousy,” he said.

“Because I wasn’t,” she said with a small smile. “Astra told me there are two types of people: those who take from others what they never had, passing on the suffering; and those who defend others from that pain and try to give others what they lacked. Kinda figured I was the first. Maybe if I’d been the Sunstorm who first fought you back in Gharrick’s Pass, I’d have let that envy swallow me.”

Nathan let her words soak in, much like the water.

Aware of his silence, Sunstorm stepped away and pointed at his face. “You don’t need me to tell you, but we all support you spending your time with your kids. Like I said, we’ll be here. The pups are only young for a little while. Meanwhile, I’m spending time with Astra, Narime, and Tarako more and learning how to pass time.”

“Not the Twins?” he joked. Then smiled when she shuddered. “Thank you. I mean that.”

“I know.” Sunstorm gave him a self-assured smile. “When the little ones are grown up enough, they won’t miss Papa for a few months, you can go traveling with Sen and me. Imagine all the sights we can see, and the amazing places we can fuck on.”

They finished up in the shower and toweled off. Ciana poked her head inside the bathroom as Sunstorm rubbed down his back.

“Choe, are you staying for breakfast?” the unicorn knight asked, dressed in her usual uniform.

A chorus of “Auntie Choe!” echoed from the bedroom beyond the bathroom door, and Sunstorm glared at Ciana. The unicorn smiled innocently back.

“Fine,” Sunstorm grumbled. “But not for long.”


CHAPTER 5


After dressing, Nathan and Sunstorm slipped into the bedroom. More tails greeted them than they’d find in the average menagerie. Most of them belonged to mystic foxes, but a pair of horse tails swished happily when their owners saw Nathan.

“Auntie Choe!” a familiar pair of terrors shouted before tackling Sunstorm from either side.

Tarako’s twin fox daughters, Shiori and Mio, hugged the assassin and tugged at her arms. Both possessed two black tails and short black hair cut just below their jawline in a blunt cut popular with the foxes. Despite only being six, and being slightly younger than Eris, they looked older—roughly nine or ten years of age.

Nathan had never seen young mystic foxes, as the clans kept them safely away from humans who might wish them harm. So he’d been shocked to learn they aged whenever they gained new tails. Months after birth, Shiori and Mio had been the same size as his other children, but babbling and hurling around magic they barely understood with their single tail. They’d shot up in size with their second, would look like teenagers once they got a third, and full-fledged adults with four. At that point, the aging process stalled until they became old enough to worry about death by natural causes.

Unlike Ayla and Lyse, who were identical twins, Shiori and Mio differed enough to easily tell them apart. For one, Mio’s black tails and fox ears had white tips, while Shiori’s tail tips were a soft bronze that matched her mother. Mio also towered over her sister, with a noticeably more muscular build even at her young age.

Even at this young of an age, Nathan felt certain Shiori would resemble Tarako when she grew up. As for Mio, he didn’t have a good point of comparison. Perhaps she’d level off early, but if she inherited his height, she’d tower over every fox he’d ever met.

“Don’t pull me,” Sunstorm whined as the duo pulled her to the sofas in the room. “I can walk.”

“But we wanna hear all about your latest ninja mission,” Mio chirped.

Shiori’s tails whipped around wildly, whapping Sunstorm in the back repeatedly. “Yeah! Aunt Vala said you were doing all the sneaky stuff while she kicked down the front door up north. Tell us!”

That had to be the mission to deal with the corrupted priestess that Sunstorm mentioned. Nathan guessed a lot more had happened if Vala was up there, given she led an elite force of knights that drew from all three human nations, and even included some dark elves.

Before the fox twins escaped, Nathan’s hands reached out and came down on their heads. Both girls froze. Their tails shot bolt upright and their faces slowly pivoted to look back up at their father, shaky smiles on their faces.

“Morning, Dad,” Mio said.

“Papa,” Shiori said, a touch more demurely.

“I heard what happened outside,” he said, voice calm. “Do the two of you deserve story time from Auntie Choe? Or do you have some apologizing to do?”

They gulped.

Tarako’s cackling saved them from their fate. “They’ll help the servants clean the hallway later today as punishment. I’d say they’d learn their lesson, but…”

“Mama!” the fox twins whined, pouting at Tarako.

A pair of six-tailed attendants beside Tarako frowned at Mio’s and Shiori’s behavior. The twins quickly schooled their expressions.

Nathan sighed and let the two go. They were smart enough to let go of Sunstorm and give him a hug.

“Thank you, Papa!”

“Thanks, Dad!”

At some point, he’d become the lenient parent as far as this terrible duo were concerned. Not always, but unlike with Raissa, Eris, and Lin, Nathan rarely found himself giving lectures. Mostly because he’d have to get in line. Between their many tutors, trainers, the palace staff, and his other lovers, the fox twins received regular admonishments and punishments.

Sunstorm let the twins drag her to the couch.

The fluttering of wings indicated Eris’s approach. She bounced up to his side and beamed at him. “What do you want for breakfast, Papa? Mama and I brought lots of food from the kitchen. There’s bacon, and beans, and⁠—”

“Pick out a hearty breakfast fit for a growing soldier and get me the same.” He brushed one of Eris’s black locks of hair over a horse ear, which twitched as he touched it.

“Okay!” Eris nodded, then nearly flew over to the corner of the room where the food sat on a buffet table.

A pair of plates flew into her hands, then levitated beside her while she picked out bits and pieces from the vast breakfast spread. She stuck her tongue out in concentration, dedicating herself to the task. Eris did nothing in half-measures.

Ciana sidled up to him and smiled. As he circled the couches to sit beside Tarako, he checked on the damage.

“How bad was this morning?” he asked. “It’s rare not to see Artemis or Fei begging to get their tails brushed.”

“I think that’s a time issue.” Ciana bit her lip. “The Diet is busy, and you’ll be busy today, too, I’ve heard.”

He’d only spoken with Alice last night about talking with Maxwell, which suggested other matters might occupy him. Or somebody had been spying. Hard to say which.

“Shiori and Mio didn’t break anything… important,” Ciana added, hurriedly correcting herself at the end. “Just their usual excitement and desire to play with their father before being dragged off to lessons.”

Ah. He grimaced.

While he could comment on the fact that Shiori and Mio now spent their time with Sunstorm, he didn’t miss their glances at him. He made sure to smile back.

Once he finished chatting with Tarako and Ciana, he’d make some time to talk with the twins.

Numerous voluminous bronze tails wrapped around him as he reached Tarako, and the petite fox pressed herself against him. The ancient fox had traded in her usual form-fitting clothes for the traditional robes her people often wore during her pregnancy and never stopped wearing them. They suited her. Nathan ran his hand through the outer folds of her dress and along her trim side, brushing her breast.

“Oh, already excited?” Tarako’s eyes gleamed with mischief, and her tails tickled his sides. “Did Alice and Sunstorm go easy on you this morning?”

Eris glanced over, her horse ears pricked up. Ciana bonked Tarako on the head, but the fox barely reacted.

“Did you get in trouble as well?” Nathan asked Tarako, ignoring her teasing as he held her and Ciana at the same time.

Tarako scoffed and earned herself a glare from Ciana. “I’m no stranger to being chided. I spent countless centuries as a shrine maiden in service to my Creator, surrounded by my vastly stronger and greater kin. Everyone else might be scared of this little unicorn and your pup, but I can handle a lean meal or ten.”

“I’m taller than you,” Ciana muttered. “And I didn’t threaten to cut your meals.”

“Kara has tried.” Tarako smirked. “She begged me to stop fasting after a week.”

Nathan sighed. He remembered that event. Kara had practically been in tears, and Tarako never shut up about it. For all that this ancient fox was slowly opening up, her arrogance remained firmly in place. Even if she had earned it.

The nearby attendants shuffled nervously and bustled over to dote on Shiori and Mio. The foxes didn’t mind eavesdropping on Tarako’s conversations with him, even when she flirted, but one subject always bothered them.

Namely, ancient history.

With Sofia truly gone, Tarako had begun to reveal the true past of her race to her people and its elders. When he’d met her, she’d been fatalistic about the future, including that of the mystic foxes.

Now, with children of her own, she saw the sun rising again. Long-forgotten scars were being unearthed as she taught the elders about mistakes made long ago, and how they needed to avoid repeating them. And while the elders struggled with the truth, much as Narime had, they welcomed the return of their old chief who had led them in the past. Even if she still refused to accept the title.

Some of his Champions joked that Tarako and Nathan fit together too well based on this. He had no idea what they meant by that.

Tarako watched her daughters bouncing on the sofa next to Sunstorm, their tails flailing about as they cheered along to their aunt’s greatly embellished story.

Or at least, Nathan hoped it was greatly embellished. If a random priestess got her hands on a rogue trigem, he would have hoped somebody told him. But his kids loved the story.

His hand ran through one of Tarako’s tails and she sighed, leaning against him.

“I always saw you as a more laid-back mother,” he said.

“Really?” She shot him an annoyed look. “Was it the part where I spent tens of millennia protecting my people that gave you that idea?”

“No, it was the part where you were constantly indulgent and playful.”

She pouted. “I work hard, so I play hard. But…” Her eyes softened as she watched Mio jump on the table, only to be dragged off it by an attendant.

Sunstorm hid a smirk while Ciana crossed the room and chided the young foxes. Eris pretended not to watch with a barely hidden smug smile, waiting for a chance to deliver her carefully chosen plates of food to Nathan.

“They’re a handful,” Nathan said.

“Kids are always a handful,” Tarako said dismissively. “They’re my first, but I’ve seen countless generations come and go. Raised graveyards of warriors and seen my people lose their home twice. It’s different because they’re mine, but…” She bit her lip again, but didn’t trail off completely. “They’re growing up so fast.” Her voice was barely a whisper, and he felt a hint of magic from her tails.

Everyone glanced over, and the foxes frowned. Tarako had cast a spell to prevent the others from hearing what she said.

Nathan coughed into a fist. “I need to head up to Trafaumh shortly. I owe Reine a visit, as she’s been very busy lately.”

“Your pet spy is always busy.” The fox pursed her lips and her tails lowered. “I take it you mean alone.”

“Everyone could use a break from the terrors, even you. They’re big enough.”

She snorted. “They look big enough, but Mio threw a tantrum the last time I left for a few days on clan business. And Shiori cries if she doesn’t see you regularly.”

“And here I thought they only cried when I punished them,” he said.

Tarako shuddered and grimaced. “Do not remind me. They were practically inconsolable the last time you seriously punished them. They’re only tough on the outside. Even so…” A smile played on her lips. “Soreaux isn’t my favorite city, but a day with you there isn’t so bad. I’ll teleport back to tuck the twins in at night.”

Nathan made a note to leave early when he visited Trafaumh. That meant it would likely be two days from now at the earliest before he could make it, so he’d speak with Reine over the wireless before then.

A small shove attempted to shift him toward the sofas. Tarako gave him an upturned look.

“Now shoo. I’ll enjoy you when we travel, and there are others that need your attention more.” She waved him away, her tails dancing behind her. “Give Shiori and Mio their morning Papa time before I whisk them away for a day of practice.”

“Yes, Mama.”

She bared her teeth at him.

Eris ambushed him before he made it to the sofas, plates in both hands. “Breakfast, Papa.”

“Excellent work, soldier,” he said, ruffling her hair and tickling one horse ear. Her tail swished behind her. “Take a seat next to me and clean your plate. We’ll do roll call.”

After he took a plate off her, she did a mock salute before sticking to him like glue. Shiori and Mio glared at their half-sister, then at one another. Their tails pointed at each other like scorpion stingers.

Eris ignored them and dug into her meal, while happily chirping about her training plans with Astra today.

“I’m going to be doing endurance training allllll day,” Eris said. “Aunt Astra reckons I can run faster than last time without tiring out.”

“Make sure you’re back by dark,” Nathan said. “Remind Astra that she gets punished as well if I have to send Fyre out to fly you back.”

Eris pouted. “Yes, Papa.”

A small pair of soft fox tails rubbed against his side, and a finger poked his cheek. He refused to turn to face his daughter.

“Mio, use your words,” he said.

“You’re ignoring me, Dad,” Mio said. “And you didn’t even look at me. I might be Shiori.”

“Yeah, but you’re not.”

Nathan waited a moment, and the instant he heard her begin to speak he spun and lifted Mio up by her waist. She squealed and flailed about. Magic flared in her tails, causing the attendants to freeze in panic. One of Ciana’s diamonds gleamed as Mio’s limbs crashed into him, but he didn’t feel a thing. Tarako kept his food safe with a spell of her own.

He dropped her into his lap and began tickling her, at which point Mio burst out into giggles.

“D-Dad! Stop!” she tried to break free, to no avail.

Shiori crept into the space to his side and leaned her chin against his arm. “Papa, no fair.”

Letting go of Mio, who leaned backward on his legs, he quickly pressed Shiori down and gave her the same treatment as her sister. Unlike Mio, Shiori didn’t resist.

Once satisfied his daughters knew their place in the palace hierarchy, he attempted to eat his breakfast. A difficult task thanks to Mio sitting on one leg, and Eris and Shiori cuddling up to his sides. He was well-practiced, as his Champions were hardly any better than his daughters, save that their cuddling was far less innocent.

“So, what are you practicing today?” he asked his fox daughters between bites. “Raissa was doing spell frames yesterday.”

“Urgh. Magic practice is boring.” Mio scowled.

Shiori nodded. “We’re doing the boring physical stuff this week instead. Endlessly swinging wooden spears until we drop dead.”

“It’s fun,” Mio protested.

“It’s the same thing over and over.”

Before the sisters started bickering, Nathan placed a hand on their heads. They quieted and looked up at him.

“You get good at things by doing them a lot,” he said. “In this case, they’re making you big and strong. Like your mother.”

Both girls looked at Tarako dubiously. Their mother’s expression turned thunderous.

Mio bit her lip. “Big, huh…”

Given Mio was nearly the same height as her mother and might end up taller than Tarako once she got her third tail, Nathan held his tongue.

“If you enjoy my stories, you should prefer your mother’s,” Sunstorm said.

“Ehhhh, but hers are always so crazy. Like cutting down dragons powerful enough to vaporize armies with a single spell, or destroying massive golems—” Shiori said.

Eris snorted and looked away when her sisters glared at her.

Nathan merely sighed. The many, many books written about Tarako had worked against her, unfortunately. One day, Shiori and Mio would understand that their mother had accomplished feats beyond any of his other Champions and feel embarrassed, but they’d have to get past their rebellious phase first.

“If you get too frustrated with repetitive training, tell me,” Nathan interrupted. “It helps to do things you find fun, even if you still need to grow. I’m sure I can work with Astra, Shiva, or Artemis to give you something different.”

Abject fear filled his daughters’ eyes. Even Eris’s.

Not because of Astra, but Shiva and Artemis.

“Um, I’m good,” Mio squeaked.

“I like feeling my legs,” Shiori mumbled. “And my arms. And my entire body.”

“Is that why Auntie Shiva is back? Is she going to torture us?” Eris asked, voice full of horror.

Oh, Shiva had returned? Nathan hadn’t noticed.

A quick scan of the palace revealed she wasn’t alone, and had brought a rare guest with her.

He rubbed Eris’s back. “No. And it’s not torture. You and your sisters keep talking about getting gems, so one day you might be stronger than Shiva.”

Fyre only knew if that would ever happen. The skeptical expressions of his children said even they understood that.

Once he finished breakfast—and he took his time, despite Ciana’s glare—Tarako and the attendants dragged Mio and Shiori out of his bedroom. Sunstorm had made herself scarce by now, leaving him alone with Ciana and Eris.

Not that Eris got him for long, as Astra entered the moment Tarako left.

“One day you’ll get over your dislike of each other,” Nathan said upon spotting the dark elf.

As one would expect of a literally immortal and unchanging dark elf, Astra looked exactly the same as the day he’d first laid eyes on her. She’d become slightly more talkative—she often spoke six or seven words per sentence now.

“No,” Astra said, as if reading his mind and choosing to prove him wrong. “Eris, training.”

“Okay!” Eris bounded to her feet, before turning and saluting Nathan. Her little fist bumped against her chest. “Bye, Papa! I’ll be back before dark.”

“Good.” Nathan tried to meet Astra’s eyes, but she refused to. “Astra?”

“Fine. Going running. Taking knights.” The dark elf frowned. “Assassins?”

Ciana blinked, while Nathan shook his head. He still had the best read of Astra of anyone in the palace.

“You two are the last people I’m worried about assassins targeting. The Diet has a thousand higher priority targets, and it would be easier to slip someone in with the amount of guests we’re dealing with,” he explained. “Focus on training. Worst case, Fyre will notice if something goes wrong.”

While Nathan lacked any mental link with Eris, or any of his daughters, as they weren’t his Champions, the same didn’t apply to Fyre. Whatever she’d done to grant Eris a measure of her power as Omria meant she remained aware of Eris at all times.

To be honest, he worried that if Eris ever truly got in trouble that she might manifest some sort of divine miracle. So far, his monitoring stations had noticed no change in Messenger or demonic activity despite the fact there were technically three prophets active on Doumahr.

Finally left alone with Ciana, he rose and stretched. His unicorn knight stepped up to him and straightened up his clothing.

He still wore the jacket of his Royal Bastion uniform, as he was the only Royal Bastion, but typically wore a shifting set of dress clothes suitable for the palace. On most days, they were loose and semi-casual—good for exercise, or being removed quickly by his Champions. Recently, Ciana had been making him wear stuffier clothes so he’d blend in with the nobles of the Diet.

“Thank you for indulging Eris, Mio, and Shiori,” Ciana said, leaning up and giving him a kiss. Her horn glowed brightly and warm emotions washed over their mental link.

“You say that as if it’s not what I should be doing as their father,” he said drily.

She poked his nose. “Would your fathers have done that?”

His expression darkened and he looked away. “No.”

Ciana nodded, then brushed his cheek with one hand. “Leopold tried to find the time like this with me, whenever he wasn’t forced to travel. All the training they’ll do will blend together. Just like my time with the knights, and the way Alice talks about her upbringing. But they’ll remember mornings like these.”

“Thanks.” He bent down and hugged her, holding Ciana against himself for several long moments. Her warmth bled into his body while she hugged him back.

Once he collected himself, they trooped outside. No sign of any little troublemakers. Or Kara trying to drag him to the Diet.

Ciana frowned as she caught his thoughts over the link. “Nathan…”

“The Diet session hasn’t started yet,” he insisted. “Not for another…” A pause. “Forty-five minutes. And that’s just the formalities.”

Sighing, his bodyguard said nothing. The Royal Knights standing guard outside his bedroom didn’t bother to hide their snickers.

Aware he had built a reputation for avoiding the humdrum of the Diet, no matter how important it might be, Nathan cleared his throat. “I do need to talk to Lotte and Kara, or at least one of them about their rebuilding plan for their joint border. Seraph’s been working on the details, but it’s the sort of thing I’m familiar with.”

“They’ll value your input,” Ciana said.

More accurately, they wouldn’t move ahead with something so major without it. The plans he’d heard were massive. Even though the civil war was a good seven years behind them, its scars ran deep. Kara had become a duchess six years ago and archduchess more recently, while Lotte took over from her regent four years past. They’d spent that time focused on the center of their territory.

The von Allesburg archduchy that Lotte ruled bore the worst of the scars from multiple cascades, demonic invasions, and even invasions by Falmir. Whereas the former Enclave that had become Kara’s archduchy would take decades to ever catch up to the rest of the Empire due to its relative lack of wealth.

With his destination settled, Nathan set out to find an archduchess of growing beauty and infamy.


CHAPTER 6


Nathan used his connection with the palace to find Lotte. She wasn’t far, although he noticed Kara and Fei were with Seraph, along with their eldest daughters.

They wound through the corridors and got closer to the grand hall the Diet used than he preferred.

A pair of women stood in an alcove along with a young child. They were close to a heavily guarded entrance tucked behind the grand hall that led to the true throne room. A pair of duogem Champions and numerous soldiers surrounded them. Most wore the golden armor of the Royal Knights, and saluted or nodded at Nathan as he approached. The rest bore the uniforms of the von Allesburg ducal guard, but saluted all the same. Many of Lotte’s guards had been promoted from the vast Imperial Army Nathan had trained during the War of Descension and were arguably as loyal to him as their mistress.

Both women turned to face Nathan and shot him loving smiles, even if only one was requited. Anna wore her age well for a woman in her mid-thirties. Whenever a batch of the immortality serum failed, but appeared safe to use, he had her drink it. While not strong enough to permanently halt her aging, she looked closer to her late 20s than her true age.

Not that he’d complain otherwise, but it mattered for childbearing reasons. Anna had plans for more than just the young boy who tugged at her arms and tried to dart toward his father. Her blonde curls hung high, not quite touching her shoulders, and her fashion matched Alice’s despite not being pregnant.

“Da! Da!” the boy cried, taking rough steps toward Nathan while Anna held his arms up.

A smile broke out across Nathan’s face and he kneeled down. His only son, Leopold, toddled across the small gap and into his arms, where Nathan picked him up and held him against his shoulder.

For a moment, Leo appeared happy, and a huge grin broke out across his face. Then he said something unintelligible. Ciana’s horn hovered nearby and he blinked at her.

“Kana,” he burbled, reaching for his aunt. The toddler writhed in Nathan’s arms, and he put him down.

Rather than pick him up, Ciana bent down and held his hands, walking backward as Leo bumbled along with a big smile and loud noises.

“At least somebody isn’t worried about the long day ahead,” Anna said drily.

“I’ll help again if he cries,” the other noblewoman offered with a bright smile. “It’s almost like seeing a little Nathan running around. Imagine if you had more sons, Lord Nathan.” Her smile made it clear she’d happily help.

Archduchess Lotte von Allesburg had grown substantially over the past six years, and was utterly stunning. Her crush on Nathan hadn’t wavered, and he’d be lying if his feelings toward her remained entirely chaste. It was one thing to describe her as like a niece when she was a teenager he rescued from a war, who had cried and pouted when he saved her. Another when she looked like a woman from his dreams.

Eerily so. Lotte’s resemblance to Charlotte had grown as well. Same eyes, same curly brown hair, same petite build, same massive tits. They didn’t look identical, but for all Nathan knew, that was his memory failing him and Lotte was the spitting image of a 20-year-old Princess Charlotte. He hadn’t paid the princess much attention when she’d visited Gharrick Pass all those years ago.

“I’d offer to take care of Leo today, but…” Nathan said, wincing when Anna glared at him.

“Don’t you dare suggest you’re skipping the entire Diet session today, Nathan.” His wife pointed at him, and it was like brandishing a weapon. “You could swing some important votes by speaking up.”

“You say that, but I don’t actually have a vote,” he drawled.

Anna rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. Lucretia votes on your behalf to give the appearance of impartiality, but you’re a member of the Diet and the Emperor Consort. Plus the most important man on Doumahr.”

“Arguably, that should mean I save my voice for the most important…” he trailed off before he said something he regretted.

Anna’s expression barely hid her fury that he dare suggest the Diet wasn’t presently debating highly important matters and that she and Alice were wasting his time.

Lotte bit her lip, hiding a smile. “On the subject of important matters, I really do want to talk about the redevelopment plans for your archduchy and mine.”

He sighed. “It’s not my archduchy.”

“It has your name on it. The von Straub archduchy.” Lotte smiled like the cat who had eaten the canary—another difference between her and Charlotte, who had never looked so glowing and genuinely cheerful. “I really am looking forward to your wedding with Kara.”

“So is Kara,” Anna said.

“And half of her archduchy,” Ciana muttered, her face glowing a soft red when the other women stared at her. “Nothing.” The black glow of her horn suggested it wasn’t nothing, but the other women couldn’t see that.

Nathan merely nodded.

When the Enclave had been transformed into a duchy and Kara granted the title of duchess, she got to choose her own family name. Ordinarily, those came from a central town or village, but Kuste was the heart of the Enclave and Fei had already claimed that. Kara’s old surname as baroness had been from a barony in Anna’s archduchy, and somebody else would claim it.

So she’d claimed Nathan’s surname: von Straub. It had been a daring move, given the argument she’d had with Fei over who got to marry Nathan once the Enclave inevitably became an archduchy. Also a confusing one, as there was both a county and duchy named Straub and they were dozens of miles apart.

The Diet finally granted Kara’s wish last year, promoting her to archduchess, and the wedding was being arranged. To some, it was too fast. For others, it merely ensured Nathan’s many children had an appropriate claim to titles, as Kara had a vast number of empty titles she could grant as his kids grew up.

“I’ve seen the figures and general gist with Seraph,” Nathan said, addressing Lotte. “You’ll need to handle the logistics of getting merchants and nobles onboard with such a massive investment. The titles and development are sound, however.”

“That’s not quite the glowing endorsement I expected.” Lotte frowned and crossed her arms beneath her substantial bust.

“It’s a massive redevelopment project being proposed at a time when nobles everywhere finally understand the war is long over,” he said. “And both you and Kara have a lot of other projects to fund. If you can’t get complete buy-in from others, Seraph has smaller plans that can build up to the bigger one.”

Lotte bit her lip but nodded.

Anna placed a hand on Lotte’s arm. “I know the feeling of wanting to rush. I tried doing so much when I first took over Tartus and became duchess, especially with the pressure and support due to the upcoming civil war. I over-expanded and paid the price. Amica remained the Empire’s weakest link. It nearly collapsed multiple times. Nathan had to bail me out far too often, and I still rely on Torneus too much.”

“He’s an old man. He’s there to be relied on,” Nathan said glibly.

Both women giggled. Leo looked over and laughed along with them, before breaking away from Ciana to toddle over to his mother. Ciana followed him closely to make sure he didn’t fall over.

Once the little man was safely in his mother’s clutches, they resumed their conversation.

“I’ll add that I think the plan is a good idea,” Nathan said. “Just expensive and time-consuming. Perhaps the Lodges might have something to add if you reach out to them. If they’re experimenting with all sorts of new spells and technology, they might want a testing ground that can help with construction.”

Lotte perked up. “Of course. I’ll reach out to Harrum. He’s always so helpful.”

She bounced up to him and gave him a peck on the cheek, then curtsied deeply. As she left with her guards, Nathan did his best not to stare.

Anna smirked at him when he looked at her. “If you fuck her and marry her, you’ll have the throne and nearly half the lands in the Empire.”

He groaned. “Anna…”

“I’ve seen you admire and move on more than a few women by now, Nathan.” She held him against her, while Ciana distracted Leo. “She’s hot and turning down every suitor. It’s an open secret that she wants you. The fact you’re marrying Kara as well only made the fire in her heart burn hotter.”

Probably should have expected that. He shifted uncomfortably.

“Fine. I’ll drop it.” She kissed him. “But you really do need to attend the Diet today. At least after lunch. Ambush Maxwell when we take our break, then help us shatter this annoying deadlock. You’re right that the nobles are waking up to the fact we’re not in danger, but they respect the hell out of you. Half the Diet wants to be you.”

“And the other half wants him?” a nearby Champion suggested, causing Ciana to smirk.

“Maybe not half, but a lot,” Anna admitted. “Especially with the amount of beastkin in the Lords College now.”

He held Anna for a few moments longer, and she frowned at him.

“I spoke with Alice about Maxwell…” he said quietly.

“Not here,” she chided him. “I trust you, and Alice briefly said you’d handle it and talk to us before anything important. If I don’t hear a thing, I’ll assume nothing will come of it. But at least I’ll feel thankful for bringing Torneus. He spots schemes before the schemers even come up with them.”

“I can’t wait until he trains Leo,” Nathan said.

Anna grinned. “That old man is looking forward to it. No matter how ancient he might be, I know he’ll hang on to see Leo grow up to be his master disciple.”

They both stared at the little toddler spinning between Ciana, one of the duogems, and a pair of Royal Knights, bubbling with laughter. Whatever he might become, Leo was not yet a master schemer.

“Have you talked with Alice about names?” Anna abruptly asked.

“Not yet…” He frowned. “I suspect I know the name for a boy. A girl…”

“We’ve hashed out a few cute names for a girl,” Anna said, avoiding the main subject.

He nodded.

It was a heavy topic.

His little Leo bore the name of a very important man in Nathan’s life, and especially Anna’s, Ciana’s, and Alice’s. Leopold Tyrim had been the right hand of Emperor Gorthal, Alice’s grandfather, and helped raise Alice and Ciana. He’d supported Anna after her own father passed away, as he guarded her territory and had been the one to assign Nathan there.

But it was almost certainly Gorthal that dwelled in Alice’s mind. Her beloved grandfather, an Emperor who had changed the tide of the Empire with bold and controversial changes, and a hero who had pushed himself to protect his people against demon and traitor alike.

“I don’t want to push Alice on the topic, but you can tell her I’m more than happy if she wants to honor her grandfather,” Nathan said.

Anna nodded and wrapped her arms around his back.

“How’s Vera, by the way?” he asked. “I haven’t checked on her for a while, as she’s a little…”

“She’s touchy about you impinging on her authority, yes. Wants to prove to other Bastions that she sure as hell got where she did through talent, not cronyism.” Anna huffed. “Honestly, she could be doing better. I’m glad she hasn’t cut me out of her life, but I always viewed our future as different.”

“I doubt you viewed your future as anything like this.”

“No. I suppose that’s how it turned out the way it is. I got more than I ever dreamed of”—Anna paused to give him a kiss—“while Vera finally got what she wanted. Our paths have separated. Catching up from time to time will have to be enough.”

Eventually, play time had to end. A bell rang out that signaled the Diet needed to convene, even if Fyre wouldn’t open the session for another fifteen minutes. Anna gave him a kiss, picked up Leo, and left with her guards.

Nathan watched them leave the hallway. Usually, others would be wandering past him to get to the grand hall now Anna had left, but he sensed the reason why he remained without company.

Turning, he saw a pair of unusually dressed women lurking just inside the corridor. Royal Knights blocked the entrance behind them, but appeared unworried by the two demonic individuals.

Kadria and Shiva. An odd pair to see together.

Kadria’s bronzed skin, slim bottom-heavy form, long black hair, and four curly goat horns were the same as always. Her clothes covered vastly more skin, however. She dressed similar to Sunstorm, except her skintight clothing wasn’t a uniform, save for the Royal Champion’s jacket she’d thrown on for some undiscernible reason.

Shiva had changed in much the same way. Taller than Kadria, with both a fox and a wolf tail, white fox ears, and long black hair done up in side braids. She’d applied red highlights to one lock of her braids. Her clothing was also skintight, but showed more skin and cleavage. Namely, she wore a strange pair of black skintight shorts, a white top that looked like a fabric corset, and had also donned a Champion’s jacket. She wore a single black thighhigh for some reason.

“You’re an odd pairing,” Nathan said as he approached them. “I’m assuming this can’t be too important, or you would have found me immediately.”

“Nah, I’m just bored.” Shiva grinned and immediately pulled herself against him. Her tails wrapped around his legs. “Wanted a good fluff and fuck. Heard you’ll fuck Fei and Kara tonight. Can I join in?”

“If they say yes,” he said.

Shiva pumped a fist in the air. “Fuck yeah. I should see if I can convince Arty, too. That one time they sandwiched my face with their massive tits while you railed me was heaven.”

“Whatever happened to leaving after a few days?” Kadria drawled. “You were so confident back when Nathan first recruited you that you’d get a nice fuck and then leave.”

“A few days, a few decades, what’s the difference?” Shiva shrugged. “I worked hard for a while. This is like retirement, except I’ll eventually go back to work. Uh, maybe…” She scratched a cheek and looked away.

Nathan frowned. “I assume that means you’re no longer received the memories of alternate versions of yourself.”

“Not for a couple of years,” Shiva mumbled. “Don’t want to find out what would happen if I even tried to go back. Then again, part of me wonders if I even can? You’re basically my new boss and power me now. And not just with your fat cock.” She leered at his crotch. “Gotta agree with Maura and Laura that we’re your Messengers now. Bet that’s the real reason we lose access to our old selves, but we still keep bouncing around.”

“That’s wishful thinking,” Kadria said coldly. “Merging us is always under his control.”

“Yeah?” Shiva stared at the succubus with a raised eyebrow. “What’s the bet that if another me or you showed up, we wouldn’t even flinch. We’ve both gutted rogue versions of ourselves. But we’ve never gone this rogue.”

Kadria bit her lip and looked away.

Years ago, seeing the other Messengers get the better of Kadria in a conversation like this would be a shock. But now it happened almost all the time. She’d long since lost her advantage in knowledge, and her distance from Nathan and the research undertaken by the Twins meant she understood far less about ascended magic and outer beings than she would ever admit.

The plus side was that Kadria didn’t feel the need to maintain her air of superiority anymore. Usually, a jab like that from Shiva or the Twins would result in a raging argument packed full of personal insults.

“So, is this a social visit?” he asked, trying to get them back on track.

“Yes, but no,” Kadria said. “I’ll take a good fuck, but I’m not that horny. Today, anyway. I plan to stay for a while. Your wolfgirl spy asked me to investigate something using my spatial magic, so I’m reporting to you first.”

“You mean she asked me, and I asked you,” Shiva said, scowling at the shorter Messenger.

Kadria rolled her eyes.

“Don’t act like a bitch. When I rolled up to your farm, you were up to your neck in dolls you were sewing and⁠—”

Spatial magic ripped through the air and clamped Shiva’s mouth shut. She grinned and her golden claws tore the spell apart.

“Don’t,” Kadria growled, horns turning pitch black.

Nathan coughed. “Uh, the twins have already told me about your hobbies. Like your attempt at becoming a farmer.”

Kadria’s face paled, which was impressive given her bronzed skin. She stared at him with wide, violet eyes. He swore her body shook.

“I don’t see anything wrong with it,” he said. “Just… why farming?”

Seconds passed. The succubus looked away to recompose herself. To prevent Shiva from doing anything annoying, Nathan shut her up over the mental link he had with her. She pouted at him.

Eventually, Kadria turned back to face him, face redder than he’d ever seen it. She ran a hand from her forehead to her chin.

“Fuck me, I’m going to find some way to make those bitches pay for squealing on me,” Kadria muttered.

He waited patiently.

“I don’t expect you to understand,” she eventually said. “You’re a workaholic. We built a world of peace—of dreams. Somewhere we don’t need to worry about the apocalypse occurring tomorrow, or a great tragedy destroying everything, or paying the damn rent.” She bit her lip. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine. You’re not wrong, even if I am taking it easier,” he admitted. “But I don’t see what this has to do with me being a workaholic.”

“How many of your soldiers retired after everything, Nathan?” she stared up at him. “They marched through hell over and over for you. If you needed your knights again, they’d muster in days all across Doumahr. But with their pay, it wasn’t the money that drove most of them. It was loyalty, and afterward, they went back home and found new things to do.”

He blinked, then frowned. “Often farming. Although most of them sucked at it. Fortunately, I knew that would be an issue in advance because most beastkin came from urban areas, so we helped teach them. Also took over any farmland if they gave up, rather than let it be sold off to a wealthy merchant. The Twins mentioned how on your old world, most soldiers sold their farms to wealthy nobles and created huge issues.”

“They’re talking about Rome,” Shiva said, and Kadria nodded. “Happened a few times, I think? Especially during the fall of the Republic and rise of the Empire. All these guys dream of life on a farm until they realize it’s a fucking lot of hard work, and they just spent their best years as soldiers. Then when they decide that years of hard labor after years of hard fighting is dumb, they sold their farms to rich assholes who often worked the land with slaves. Reality bites, huh?”

The fox-wolfgirl grinned at Kadria, who glowered back.

“So why did you want to farm?” Nathan asked.

Kadria sighed. “Because I wanted something to do that didn’t feel like work, and it was an idealized dream from my home. Just like with the soldiers of Rome. I lost everything, Nathan. My home, my family, my appearance… myself.” For the first time in a long time, Kadria looked small and vulnerable, but the moment passed. “We’ve achieved the peace I wanted. The dream. Now I need to find out what I want to do in that dream. So I’m… trying things. Learning how to live a life I threw away millennia ago.”

Ciana and Shiva remained surprisingly silent.

Slowly, Nathan nodded. “There’s plenty of time and no need to rush. We’ll be here. I know you never really befriended anyone, but that can change, too. You don’t have to be a stranger.”

Kadria bit her lip, but the smallest nod escaped her. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Baby steps.

“So, what was this mission?” he asked. “And why report to me first?”

“Because you’ll want to know,” Kadria said. She’d regained her composure.

Shiva nodded. “I bet it’s a question you’ve had in mind for ages. With that king snooping around, Reine wanted to see if she could find some more leverage. So she had us look into the deep, dark secrets of the Falmirian royal family. Especially their ties with the von Allesburgs.”

“You mean Gareth,” Nathan said. “He’s the bastard child and cousin⁠—”

“Nah, Reine doesn’t need to confirm that.” Shiva snorted and flicked his nose. “It’s way deeper. Haven’t you wondered why Lotte looks like a certain queen bitch—or at least the bitch Sofia occupied.”

Nathan’s blood ran cold. “What?”

“Great way to broach the subject.” Kadria rubbed the bridge of her nose. “The connection between⁠—”

“Cut the bullshit. What did you find?” he growled.

Both Messengers stared at him. He winced and looked away.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Nah, it’s fine. Wouldn’t mind an aggressive fuck where you act like that,” Shiva said.

“It’s pretty good,” Kadria said. “Your tail will move at a hundred miles a minute.”

“Ooh. Tell me more later.”

He bit his lip, but held his tongue.

“I’ll cut to the chase,” Kadria said, reading his mood. Probably with her succubus abilities. “The old von Allesburg archduke had a deep connection with the former Falmirian king. The monarchy needed money, because the Republicans didn’t like the king and were starving him of cash. So he borrowed it.”

“From a covert ally in the Empire, which in turn led to Falmir’s involvement in the civil war.” Nathan scowled.

The background made sense. Unlike Trafaumh and the Anfang Empire, Falmir’s monarchy had vastly more limited ways to fund itself. The royal family was closer to a powerful noble family that commanded the fealty of the other nobles, and couldn’t directly tax Falmir as a whole. A hostile nobility would quickly produce a bankrupt monarch.

Whereas the traitorous archdukes in the Empire had plentiful money, but wanted soldiers, weapons, and, apparently, women.

“So von Allesburg produced more children than just Gareth?” Nathan confirmed.

“It’s almost certain that most of the von Allesburg family and the Falmirian royal family are related,” Kadria said. “Except that Lotte’s the last of her family line, and we can’t confirm the parentage of Charlotte or Maxwell.”

Nathan stared at Kadria.

Slowly, he understood, and blurted out, “Are you suggesting Charlotte and Maxwell might actually be the children of the former archduke Tharban killed?”

“Perhaps. It would explain the resemblance. Even if Lotte is only a half-sister, it helps,” Kadria said.

“The king got cucked hard.” Shiva cackled. “Fucking hilarious. Sold his own wife for power, then got killed by the Republicans anyway. It’s also a nice ace in the hole for you. If this secret gets out, it would destabilize Maxwell’s claim to the throne and perhaps the entire royal family.”

Nathan wanted to believe the explanation. It dealt with his discomfort over Lotte’s appearance in the neatest way.

She was Charlotte’s younger half-sister due to some insane underhanded politics. It was also the exact sort of bullshit the former king and archdukes would pull.

Yet, he still worried over an alternative possibility.

Kadria caught his concern. Her eyes narrowed. “You’re less satisfied than I expected.”

He scowled. “So you’re not telling me this purely to give me leverage over Maxwell.”

Both Messengers looked at each other, then shrugged.

“You act real weird around Lotte,” Shiva said. “Like you want to fuck her senseless, but don’t want to touch her at the same time. And not in the ‘she’s like a daughter to me’ way.”

“More the ‘I have an insane idea about who and what she is’ way,” Kadria said.

He stared at the succubus. She raised an eyebrow.

“I get the feeling you’ve thought the same thing as me,” he said.

She sighed. “So you have dwelled on it. I think it’s far less likely⁠—”

“Kadria. Tell me if it’s even possible.”

A long silence followed.

Neither Ciana nor Shiva appeared to understand what was going on, but remained silent all the same.

“I see three explanations for Lotte,” Kadria eventually said. “The simplest is what I just told you. She’s related to Charlotte by blood, with a shared mother at minimum, and possibly even a shared father.”

“They look nearly identical despite being ten years apart in age,” he said.

This was, ultimately, what had disquieted him for so long. Particularly as he’d jumped worlds with a similar age gap.

Nathan von Straub and Oliver Martel looked eerily similar, after all.

“The second is close to what I think you’re suspecting, if you’re being rational,” Kadria said, shooting him a sharp glance. “This world diverges from your original one in numerous ways. Seraph exists, for one. As do you, Nathan Straub, the exiled son of Tharban von Straub, who became a Bastion assigned to Gharrick Pass.”

He frowned, then opened his mouth to say something. Before pausing.

True. Artemis had told him outright that her original Bastion wasn’t Nathan Straub, back when she’d served the Empire before it was destroyed by Siv. He’d never heard of a Nathan Straub from Nurevia in her accounts about Tharban, either. By all accounts, Nathan Straub hadn’t existed in his old world. The Messengers originally didn’t recognize him as an important person, which is probably why his name kept changing between worlds.

“I found a world where I could slot you into a familiar person. That was Nathan Straub. Oliver Martel still existed as your ‘original’ self, because Adam Martel is a more stable entity and his principles would push him to have a son,” Kadria continued. “In an alternate world where I never brought you here, both Nathan Straub and Oliver Martel would co-exist, likely never knowing how oddly similar they are.”

“Eerie,” he said.

“That’s how infinite worlds works,” Shiva said cheerfully. “There are countless worlds where people have mysterious doubles they never meet, or perhaps they do meet and write off as an odd coincidence. So long as it’s actually possible, you can theoretically find it.”

“Hard as balls, though,” Kadria muttered, then cleared her throat. “The same can be true of others. Lotte’s not an important individual, but Charlotte is. So the other possibility is that Lotte’s an errant ‘clone’ of sorts, just like you.”

“That seems… convenient,” he admitted. “You searched for a specific world where Nathan Straub existed and where he was being sent to Gharrick Pass, and admitted it was difficult. At the same time, Charlotte is duplicated. What are the odds?”

Kadria refused to even look at him.

“Probably as likely as you knocking us up without the fancy magic you’re working on with the Twins and Gareth.” Shiva laughed. “Which is stupidly low given how hard you fuck us. Dream-tier luck required.”

“So… that leaves the third possibility,” he said, voice dropping to a whisper. “What if Lotte is Charlotte?”

“Eh?” Ciana gasped, eyes wide.

“Not this Lotte,” Kadria corrected. “It’s impossible for this Lotte to ever become the Charlotte that Sofia consumed and we eventually slew.”

“It… is?” Nathan frowned.

“Yes. I already told you this.” She poked his chest. “Messengers and all uplifted beings can’t go backward in cycles. You… might be able to eventually, if you’re truly becoming more than us. Outer beings exist outside space and time, so your existence is fundamentally different to your past self. But let’s say our Artemis goes back to the cycle that birthed her and tried to stop the cycles that created her.”

He nodded. “It would be really fucking weird. I can’t even imagine how that would work.”

“Exactly. There’s limited wiggle room to affect your current cycle, but taking future knowledge back to past cycles is a big no no. Individual worlds operate on linear time. We don’t travel through time, but shift ourselves to alternate worlds that are in the past. Once something happens, it’s immutable and creates a new branch of possible worlds in the multiverse. We can travel to those new worlds, but can’t change the old ones. It’s why nobody turned up with knowledge of your exact future, only alternate worlds at roughly the same stage of development or failed futures that vaguely resembled it.”

“The old boss once said it just took too much power,” Shiva said. “You break that rule, and you’re not just creating a new tree of infinite possibilities, but an infinitely large fractal of infinite possibilities. If he had the sort of power to handle that, he’d have eaten up Sofia ages ago.”

Nathan stared at her. Even Kadria joined in.

“What, I’m not dumb.” Shiva rolled her eyes. “Anyway, it’s the difference between adding or multiplying something by infinity, and raising it to the power of infinity. Infinity is infinity, but even a child can tell you one is way, way bigger than the other.”

Nathan certainly felt like that child, but he did vaguely get it.

“So… our Lotte can’t become the original Charlotte because she’s from our cycle, and the Charlotte we dealt with was already jumping between worlds before Fyre emerged,” he said, steering the topic back on track. “But… Lotte could have become Charlotte in any world before a prophet appeared.”

Kadria nodded slowly. “Theoretically. It would explain her obsession with you. Imagine an alternate world where I brought you back, but you failed to create a prophet. At some point, you save Lotte and valiantly battle to protect Doumahr. You still fail. But Lotte, facing the doom of the world, somehow makes a deal with Beatrice or Sofia—we have no clue which came first—and begins hopping between worlds. At some point, she starts taking Charlotte’s place, much like you became Nathan Straub.”

“Because Charlotte is both older and much more secure in her position,” Nathan said.

“Most likely. Charlotte is also in more worlds than Lotte, increasing the potential number of worlds she can visit. Lotte never succeeds at saving the world alongside a version of you, though. Too much is stacked against her. And, in the end, you didn’t choose Falmir, but the Empire. Her starting position was wrong. It’s why she grabbed Oliver, then pivoted toward you at some stage. Eventually, Sofia corrupts her, and events play out as we know them.”

He stared blankly down the corridor, past all three women.

It was an interesting possibility. One that explained almost everything he’d never understood about Charlotte, and the mystery of Lotte.

A young Imperial noble girl who clung to him because he saved her. So different to the distant and often haughty Charlotte he’d known in his old world. But then, the Charlotte he’d met in this world didn’t match the one he’d developed his unrequited love for.

“Nathan?” Ciana asked softly.

“I once told my father that I wasn’t Oliver,” he said. “Maybe Lotte did become Charlotte, and I put her out of her suffering. But she’s not the Charlotte I originally met and fell in love with, back in my old world. And she’s not the Lotte I know now, who cares so deeply for everyone, her people, beastkin, and even dotes on her guards while playing with Leo and the others.”

“Exactly,” Kadria said. “Our choices and decisions make us who we are. I wouldn’t be who I am today if I never met you, agreed to help you, and eventually came to accept you as a true partner. Whoever and whatever Lotte is, she’s happy.”

“She is,” Nathan agreed.

“You could make her way happier by fucking the shit out of her,” Shiva said.

He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. Then he inclined his head. “I’ll think about it. It’ll take a bit to, uh, make sure I’m fucking her and not the… image of Charlotte.”

“Don’t break her heart,” Ciana whispered.

“I would never.”

The two Messengers slipped away, but not until Shiva reminded him she wanted in on tonight’s fun. He reminded her to ask for permission.

Ironically, he realized she was going the wrong way. Nathan’s next stop was Seraph’s office, where Fei and Kara still dwelled.


CHAPTER 7


Nathan escaped the nobles flitting about the palace halls in short order. Only a small number of Royal Knights patrolled here, and one of his officers distracted him en route to Seraph’s office with some cookies she’d baked.

Ciana stared at him sidelong even as she nibbled on one of the chocolate and almond confectionaries the officer had given them. The wolfgirl Royal Knight’s tail wagged as she held up a pink satin bag and chattered about how she loved her posting here, her eyes glued to Nathan’s face.

Unlike in the past, the Royal Knights weren’t a unit trained in and restricted entirely to the palace and Castle Aleich. The civil war and battles against Messengers and Sofia had demolished their numbers, forcing Nathan to induct large numbers of his own elite knights into their number. He’d kept up the practice, using the Royal Knights as a way to test and reward his best knights, who were drawn from all over Doumahr. Castle Aleich was one of the more dangerous portals to defend, as its proximity to the palace and Fyre meant Messengers still attempted to invade annually.

But mostly, it was a reward. He’d broken his rule about not sleeping with his subordinates after defeating Sofia once and for all, and now his knights actively romanced him. Not that he freely slept with them—far from it—but a knight didn’t need to become a Champion to catch his eye.

“You spoil them,” Ciana said after they wandered away, with her holding onto the small satin bag. “You realize you can just accept the gift, give them a thank you, and leave?”

“Yes, but they enjoy it more when I eat the cookies with them,” Nathan said.

“Uh huh. You’re terrible. It used to be a lot easier to keep the rutting knights at bay, but they whine and moan so badly now they know you might fuck them.”

“I have a lot more free time,” he admitted. “And that means I get to know them better. Kind of like I used to… long ago.” His eyes turned distant.

Years ago, in a world before this one, he’d been Nathan Martel, a Champion who faced the end of the world, and failed. He’d been far freer with his affections, but also spent less time on politics and management.

Since coming to this world, he’d reunited with many of the women he’d loved and thought lost, including some very special ones. At the same time, he’d slowly realized many would never meet him.

“You’re less bitter and distant when you remember,” Ciana said. Her hand gripped his and she smiled. “Did you know her? She’s around my age.”

“Her younger sister, actually,” he said. “Most my Champions were quite young when… it all ended. Veterans like you, Fei, and Narime were exceptions, but after over a decade of fighting, it meant most Champions were a good decade younger than me.”

Ciana grinned at him. “Is that why you didn’t mind recruiting me and Fei despite how young and cute we were?” She poked him in the side. “I was a budding teenager with a crush on the amazing, powerful Nathan Straub, newly minted hero of the Empire.”

“I wasn’t a hero when we met,” he drawled. “Your crush was your own business.”

Her cheeks flushed and she looked away. “Maybe. But I knew you were the right one.”

He pulled her against his side, eliciting a squeak. Her horn shimmered with darkness and lewd emotions pummeled his mind over the mental link.

Before he could do anything rash, like pushing Ciana down and fucking her in the corridor, the flutter of fancy dresses distracted him.

“Papa!” Raissa shouted.

“No fair, I saw him first!” another young girl’s voice shrieked.

Two pairs of small footsteps pattered toward them at rapid pace. Green magic flashed and a dark blonde head of hair shot toward him.

He caught the bundle of dresses with his arms, while Ciana grabbed Raissa before she tripped. The girl he caught shrieked with joy as he held her in his arms.

“Papa!” Lin shouted, cuddling against him. “I missed you yesterday.” She pouted. “Tell Mama I don’t have to go to the Deet.”

“It’s pronounced Diet, Lin,” Kara said firmly as she approached from behind, also dolled up in a dress. Hers was less frilly than her daughter’s and matched the fashion of Alice and Anna. Her eyes lit up as she smiled at Nathan, but held a slight edge. “Nathan, I hope we didn’t wake you this morning.”

“You didn’t wake me,” he said drily.

Lin looked like the spitting image of her mother: an adorable doggirl with floppy ears, rapidly growing blonde hair, and a thick tail that spun like a magical motor. Her bright blue eyes took in the world with an innocence and excitement Nathan hoped never left her. The main thing he’d given her was his talent with magic, including an affinity for wind, and a darker tinge to her hair than Kara’s.

Her mother looked no different to her days as a Champion, although she remained one. She possessed two amethysts and a diamond in her collarbone, but had long since shed her uniform. Being both the archduchess of the former beastkin Enclave and his Champion remained controversial. Of course, her skills at command and management meant Nathan relied on her to handle most of the fortresses in the archduchy.

His eyes fell to her most prominent physical feature. They had only grown since having a child. Namely, her massive tits.

They stood out even as Kara’s close friend, famous for her huge chest, wandered up, sulking all the while.

Fei looked like Artemis, as one would expect of alternative timeline copies of the same person. Long, luscious black locks, adorable cat ears, and a bushy tail, curvaceous body, mischievous eyes. Fei’s chest outshined Artemis’s, but she’d always been jealous of Kara’s since their days in the academy and had finally caught up—until pregnancy separated them again.

“Nathan, tell me there’s a Messenger invading somewhere?” Fei whined, tugging at the absurdly frilly black and gold dress she’d been forced into. It bore multiple emblems, including Nathan’s family one and that of the Imperial family, to remind others she was a Royal Champion. “The Diet is so boring! All we do is stand there while everyone prattles on, and on, and on. I’m not even allowed to sleep.”

Raissa looked up at her mother in disbelief. “Mama, you slept most of yesterday.”

“Yes, you did,” Kara said acidly.

“I said I’m not allowed to, not that I can’t.” Fei looked proud of herself for doing the wrong thing in front of the assembled nobility of the Empire.

Nathan sighed while his daughters giggled. “Even if there’s a Messenger invading, we have enough Champions to take care of them. Seraph, Reine, or even the Twins will tell us if we need to be worried.”

Fei stared at him, betrayal writ across her face.

Kara smiled. She looped an arm through his, standing on the opposite side of Ciana. Her engagement ring glittered on one hand. “You are planning to join us today, Nathan? There are⁠—”

“Anna already gave me a stern talking to,” he said, meeting her gaze.

Kara pouted. “That’s not an answer.”

He cradled Lin in one arm and ruffled Kara’s hair with his other. She gasped, her dog ears flapping and tail whirring. Leaning into his touch, she enjoyed the feeling for several long seconds.

Then she caught herself and pulled away. Kara grimaced.

“You don’t have to pretend to be Alice or Anna just because you’re an archduchess now,” Nathan said gently. “Remember to still be my adorable Kara.”

She winced. “Sorry.”

“And you don’t have to apologize.” He rubbed her head gently, and she happily hummed while enjoying the sensation. Lin giggled while watching. “I need to talk with Seraph, and then catch Maxwell. But I promised Anna I’d finally show up, and I’ll promise the same to you.”

“Thank you,” Kara said softly. “Um…” She pressed her fingers together, then looked at Fei.

The catgirl harrumphed and looked away. After barely a second, she turned back and grinned at Nathan.

“You two are terrible at staying mad at each other, you know,” he said.

“I’m still mad at her,” Fei said, glaring at Kara, who glared back. “But, you know…” The catgirl nudged her head at Raissa, who glowered jealously at the hand rubbing Kara’s head.

“Ah. I’ll set aside some time tonight. For both of you.” He looked between them, and they winced. “Together. So set a good example for Raissa and Lin. Especially you, Fei.” He looked past Fei, where Artemis lurked in a doorway. “I’d ask Artemis to keep an eye on you, but I know she’ll vanish the second you get close to the Diet.”

“I have other babysitting duties to do,” Artemis chirped.

Fei bared her teeth at her counterpart. Both women’s tails swished behind them in an eerily similar pattern as they glared at one another.

“Um, foursome?” Kara whispered in his ear.

“No,” Artemis said flatly. “I am not getting between the two of you when you’re fighting. Ask me when you’re not being bitchy.”

Kara’s jaw dropped and she looked between Nathan and Fei, who giggled at him.

Ciana scowled. “Language.” Her eyes flashed at Artemis, who raised her hands.

Raissa mouthed the naughty word and winced when Kara and Ciana stared at her. Fei smirked.

Yeah, Raissa was going to be trouble when she grew up.

After giving both his daughters a cuddle, he ushered them away with their mothers. Or, really, with their mother and alternate universe mother, while Fei clung to him and whined.

“I dun wanna go to the Diet,” Fei wailed as Artemis dragged her, relying on her immense Messenger strength to overwhelm Fei’s Champion enhancement as Fei dug her heels in and ground a groove into the tiles.

Raissa tried not to giggle as she walked hand-in-hand with “Mama Arty”, and both she and Lin waved goodbye to Nathan and Ciana. He waved back.

He’d like to say silence ensued, but Fei’s screams continued even after she turned the corner.

“When did Artemis become my wrangler?” Nathan wondered aloud.

“Years ago, when she settled back into her old role as Champion and favorite kitten,” Ciana said with a smirk. When he looked at her, she raised an eyebrow. “She denies it, but it’s true. Isn’t this what she wanted all along? To take back what she lost on the same night you came to find us?”

He nodded. “I guess her jealousy subsided over time.”

Ciana snorted. “No, she just channels that in bed. It’s a good thing I have a taste for choking on your cock.”

A lewd grin crossed his face and his hand wandered across her ass, but Ciana danced away. He frowned.

“Not now.” She blushed. “You have work to do, and I don’t like having sex right after seeing the kids.”

“We’ll slip into the bedroom before I head to the Diet then.” He leaned in and butterflied kisses along her neck.

Ciana sighed and rubbed her hands along his side. Then she froze.

Nathan ignored her reaction, as he sensed the cause nearby. Instead, he stole a deep kiss. Ciana flailed, her diamond glowing as she tried to push him off her with borrowed strength.

When he pulled away, she pouted. “Asshole. Prick. Dipshit.”

“That only entices me, you know,” he said.

Ciana bit her lip, her eyes lighting up with desire while her horn glowed with darkness. Yeah, something told him she knew that.

A cough echoed from behind them. “Uh, if you’re going to fuck in the corridor, can I at least get in on it? It’s mean to ignore your other Champions.”

Nathan turned to see Vala wearing her Royal Champion uniform and armor. Her tall, muscular figure always impressed him, even when she covered herself up and hid her massive thighs that could shatter steel. Two diamonds and an amethyst shined above her chest, inset in her breastplate.

“You’re all suited up for a fight. Can’t get your armor dirty,” Nathan said with a sly grin.

Vala snorted. “Fuck off. You railed Choe and me right there in the portal after we beat that Messenger who battled us by throwing weird demons in balls.”

She strode up to him and pulled him in for a kiss, which he happily returned. Ciana stood to the side, her horn shimmering with darkness, until Vala rolled her eyes and pulled her in. Letting out an “eep”, the unicorn barely had a second to gasp before Vala rammed her tongue down her throat, before Nathan kissed both of them again.

Unfortunately, the woman he’d come to see chose that moment to interrupt. Not with a cough or by clearing her throat, but by dropping small orbs of lead on their heads.

The conjured balls struck the tiles with loud cracks, doing far more damage to the palace than they’d done to Nathan and the others. Vala glared at the one responsible. The orbs vanished a moment later while the damage repaired itself.

Seraph leaned against the doorway that led into her office, an eyebrow raised. She wore a gorgeous figure-hugging cheongsam with slits that revealed her luscious thighs. Two jades and a sapphire sat above her hefty bust, and she wore a wide assortment of jewelry.

“If you want to fuck, don’t do it outside my office. Or at least take your own advice, Vala.”

Vala’s face flared up and she looked away. As daring as she was with some Champions, her willingness to join in the fun didn’t apply to everyone.

Nathan was more than aware of the small “clique” formed by those Champions roughly the same age: Fei, Ciana, Sen, Sunstorm, Vala, Kara, and Fyre. Artemis joined in when her whims struck her, and the Twins adored the two titty kitties.

But their willingness to have threesomes or group sex with other Champions depended heavily on personal relationships. Rather than a clique, this group of Champions were all close friends, while the rest formed more independent relationships, often with a more mentor-mentee feeling. Seraph and Narime intimidated many of the other girls, even years later.

Vala mumbled something, and Seraph frowned.

“Let’s step inside your office,” Nathan said, heading off any awkwardness. “I’m guessing you’re here to talk work with Seraph anyway, Vala.”

“Yeah.” Vala rolled her shoulders, and her blush fled. “I wanted to talk about Champion deployments now we’re giving up our binding stones.”


CHAPTER 8


Nathan frowned as they entered Seraph’s office. “I’m not giving up the binding stones. I’m slowly handing over some to new Bastions, so there are others who can actually fight and help us. Goddess knows…” He paused and scowled at the word he’d used, and his Champions smiled. “I don’t want to create learned helplessness on Doumahr, where everybody expects us, and only us, to be the ones to battle and destroy the demons.”

“I know, I know.” Vala hopped up on a smaller desk near Seraph’s massive oaken monstrosity. “Still need to talk about it.”

Seraph’s office was huge, and akin to a small workshop or library in size. Two huge desks dominated either end, with smaller ones for her assistants. Gargantuan bookcases lined the walls, while tables and various magical knickknacks and devices dotted the room. She had a fancy setup that created both tea and coffee using magic, as well as a bowl that literally never ran out of whatever baked good Nathan enchanted it to create.

This week, it was apple and cinnamon muffins with a vanilla glaze he’d learned about from Shiva after a very inappropriate joke. Ciana tottered over and grabbed two, tossing him one before digging in herself.

“What, not giving me one?” Vala asked.

Ciana stuck her tongue out, and the white vanilla glaze coated her lips. “You got us in trouble.”

“Settle down, children,” Seraph chided, and the other Champions glowered at her. She smirked and prepared tea and coffee using the device in the corner.

Naturally, most of this was powered using Nathan’s ascended magic. He was careful not to use it too freely, but if he couldn’t indulge his Champions, what was the point of being an immortal demigod or whatever he was?

Vala clicked her tongue and kicked her legs back and forth, which looked comical given her size. “I still think it’s silly to give up the binding stones. The whole reason I’m here is to talk about how we defend them after we hand them over to newbies.”

Nathan sighed, then quietly thanked Seraph as she handed him a mug of thickly brewed coffee.

This was an old argument. One he’d had not only with his Champions, but others around him. Opinions varied on why Nathan should give up any of his power, even if it was largely symbolic.

After all, his binding stones had ceased to be the primary source of his magical power years ago. His foes didn’t know that, and once they finally realized it, Nathan knew he’d be dealing with far more than muttering among the nobility about how he no longer aged.

“I only took control of so many binding stones as an emergency measure,” he explained. “The Empire’s civil war and the years leading up to it strangled the supply of Bastions, and far too many-sided with the Nationalists and got themselves killed. Almost every other nation either battled us and took catastrophic losses, suffered a civil war of their own that culled their veterans, dealt with immense demonic invasion, or a combination of all three.”

“It was a combination for every nation by the end,” Seraph said, her expression dark. “Just a question of what order it happened in. Civil war and demons for Trafaumh, and we then battled the rebels. Falmir went through roughly three civil wars before we crushed them, and then Sofia invaded them. The Federation⁠—”

“We get the point,” Vala interrupted. “I was there for most of that, remember? I only missed the beginning, and you didn’t do much damage to the Federation at the start. Hell, I think you only killed a single Bastion.”

“Ah, Theus.” Seraph swirled her coffee and smiled cruelly. “I do wonder how he would have fared in his glorious stupidity if he’d seen what was to come.”

“Terribly,” Nathan said flatly.

Seraph frowned. “He was strong, Nathan. You made him look the fool, but don’t belittle him because you had a decade of experience facing the apocalypse.”

“Strength got Theus where he was, but he was an idiot,” he said. “I learned the hard way that just being a good fighter with lots of strong Champions couldn’t make a difference. Theus wasn’t even a good fighter, and he sucked at commanding. Leopold embarrassed him without even fighting him in person. Fighting other Bastions and Messengers requires a level of guile and planning on top of being strong. That was what separated the veterans of Kurai from the younger Bastions.”

“Guess they went through a lesser version of what you did, huh?” Vala said, narrowing her eyes. “But they had twenty years to improve and none of them got as strong as you.”

“Because it only happened once.” Nathan sighed and stepped up to the window. Ciana joined him, but kept her silence. “We’ve learned that being a strong Bastion comes down to willpower and conviction. Bastions like Adam, Leopold, and Tharban wanted to change the world, but I think their inability to cut through the political bullshit mired them in cynicism. They never created trigems, preventing them from becoming true forces of change.”

Vala raised an eyebrow. “Can’t any Bastion create trigems now? I mean, using your mental magic.”

He nodded slowly. “I still haven’t decided how much I’m willing to truly teach new Bastions, although I suspect it will be out of my hands. Anything I teach through the Empire’s academy will rapidly spread across Doumahr. Ascended magic is an open secret. While the connection to Bastions isn’t, I suspect it’s only a matter of time. Too many Champions are highly talented sorcerers, and the same goes for some Bastions.”

The three women traded glances. He didn’t miss the meaning in their expressions and laughed.

“They’re not going to become me,” he said with a mirthless smile. “Even the Messengers don’t know how I accomplished what I did and potentially became an outer being. Or whatever the hell I am.” He shrugged at the glare Ciana gave him. “To return to the topic at hand, unless I want to become the supreme overlord of Doumahr, with complete and utter control of every binding stone, portal, and soldier, we need to start training new Bastions and ensuring they can handle their portals.”

“And rather than dumping them in the deep end, particularly with portal activity higher than it was before Fyre emerged as the prophet, we can support new Bastions with our vast network of veteran Champions and knights,” Seraph said, taking over the topic. “It also lets us guide Bastions so they don’t become like Theus or Deverese, or quietly remove them from power should they lose their way.”

Vala bit her lip, then nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I get that.” Her eyes locked onto Nathan, but she knew it wasn’t his appearance that reflected in her mind, but that of a man who was nearly his mirror image.

“We can protect a lot of Champions this way,” he said quietly. “Prevent great warriors from being wasted and overlooked, whether it be because of idiotic nobles or naïve fools.”

“You never overlooked me,” Vala said, her expression hardening. “I’m not the woman you lost years ago, but the fact you saw that potential in me despite how much of a sad sack I was…” Her smile turned self-deprecating and she rubbed her arms. “It’s hard to believe you and Oliver could be the same person. That you trusted me and turned me into a legendary trigem in Falmir, when he barely spared me a glance while fucking every beastkin he got his hands on and masturbating wildly to delusions of Charlotte.”

Ciana snorted and looked away, covering her mouth. Nathan grimaced.

Seraph spotted his expression. “Hits too close to home?”

“I at least fucked Vala alongside the beastkin,” he protested, while Ciana continued to giggle uncontrollably. “And I didn’t masturbate to Charlotte.”

Although he sure as hell had loved a woman who he struggled to believe loved him back. The woman who Sofia consumed had obsessed over him, but hadn’t been the princess he’d known.

Vala blinked in confusion. “I feel I missed something.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He waved her off. “I’m not going to give up all binding stones. Just those outside our immediate territory, save for a few I’ll hold on to for emergency gateways. Anna won’t even countenance the idea that I don’t control the majority of binding stones in her territory, and Alice needs a powerful Royal Bastion. It’s also not only about giving up binding stones. The first beastkin Bastions will graduate from the academy shortly.”

Ciana nodded, and Seraph crossed her arms.

“I still think it’s best if I take the lead for them,” Seraph said slowly. “I’m not as capable as you, but⁠—”

“Seraph, you’re like the second-best Bastion in the Empire,” Vala said. “You’re the only Bastion other than Nathan to be officially recognized by multiple nations, thanks to his training.”

The usually implacable Seraph blushed and looked away, fiddling with her hair.

“Seraph is right,” Ciana said. “I’ve heard one of the likely Bastion graduates will be a woman, but even the male Bastions will have female Champions. It might be problematic if you’re there in person and… stoke jealousy.”

“Fair,” Nathan admitted.

While he didn’t think it would be a huge issue, the last thing any new Bastion would appreciate was his newfound Champions, and likely future lovers, making faces at their superior. Or the reverse, if the Champions got jealous because their Bastion wanted to fuck Nathan instead of the Champions.

“It’s a great idea, until the new Bastions and Champions come from our knights and Nathan’s already fucking the shit out of them.” Vala grinned while the other grimaced. “Although the best solution is to just have them group up. Female Bastion with female Champions, and Nathan is railing all of them.”

“I’ll cross that bridge when it comes,” Nathan said, preferring to avoid that topic as long as he could. He shifted uncomfortably. “Anyway, I’ll let you talk about moving the Champions around⁠—”

“I imagine you didn’t come here purely for small talk and flirting.” Seraph narrowed her eyes at him.

He blinked. “Oh, right. I spoke with Lotte and convinced her that she should start smaller with her plans. Give her a hand, as I imagine she’ll reach out again after she speaks with Kara and Harrum.”

“Harrum, huh?” Seraph nodded. “I’ll get in touch.”

Not what he said, but Seraph knew what she was doing.

“Also, I’m heading to Soreaux shortly—” he began to say.

“Today?” Seraph asked, a dangerous note entering her voice.

“No.”

She relaxed.

“I want to visit Reine, as well as the others like Narime who are helping her,” he said. “Probably in two days. The Diet and other matters will hold me here for a bit. Can you let Reine know I’ll call her in the morning to chat, then visit the next day? And either clear my calendar or make sure anything important is dealt with tomorrow.”

Seraph nodded slowly. “There is someone who reached out to speak with you while the Diet is… occupying matters. Can you visit the estate in Straub tomorrow?”

Someone, huh? There weren’t too many people who would want to meet Nathan outside of the palace, but that could make it to Straub on short notice. He had a hunch who this person was.

“Yes,” he said. “Let Sen and Nurevia know I’ll be visiting, too.”

He took care of a few other minor administrative matters while he was here. Seraph acted as both an official aide to the Empress and the Champion that handled the logistics of his armies, Champions, and fortresses. The entire Imperial Army ran through her. No plan that even touched on the military received approval without Seraph’s touch.

Someone who didn’t know her would suggest they’d piled too much responsibility on her. Nathan worried he didn’t give her enough to keep her busy. The fact her office was empty while the Diet was extremely busy meant Seraph was doing little more than twiddling her thumbs.

“Don’t worry about me,” she chided him, as she caught his eyes wandering across the empty desks. “I’ll be snowed under once the Diet approves the matters under debate, and it’ll only get worse as the spring session continues. Once the plans we’ve drafted get the stamp of approval, then I get to put them into action.”

“And if they don’t get approved?” he asked.

Seraph crossed her arms and gave him an upturned look. He winced.

“I, uh, assume that’s why I need to attend the Diet today,” he said.

“Exactly. Plans can always be adjusted, but it would be embarrassing if the reason is because you don’t want to deal with politics.” She accented the final word in a specific way, as if to push his buttons.

He scowled, because it did exactly that. Nathan had once made a great song and dance about how he refused to ignore politics when the fate of the world hinged on bulldozing the Diet and nobility.

“Also, you’ll set a bad example,” she added.

His eyes closed and Ciana hissed.

“Sorry, that was too far,” Seraph said, taking a step back.

He opened his eyes and shook his head. When Seraph still refused to look at him, he stepped up and pulled her into a hug.

“It’s fine. Merely a topic that’s been on my mind lately,” he said. “Choe poked me about it in the shower, too.”

“You’re not your old man. Old men, I guess,” Vala said, voice gruff as she hopped off the desk and strode over. Her hand rubbed his shoulder. “The girls and Leo aren’t going to become shitstains because you don’t like listening to self-aggrandizing speeches and the autofellatio of the nobility.”

“The what?” Ciana gasped.

“It’s a fun word the Twins told me about. It means sucking your own dick.” Vala grinned.

“You’ll be sucking something else if you ever say that around Eris or the others,” Ciana muttered.

Vala ran her fingers across her mouth, imitating a gesture the Messengers often used.

“As lovely an image as that is, Vala is right, Nathan,” Seraph said. She cradled his cheek with one hand and looked up at him. “We all have our bad habits. Including swearing.” She smirked at Ciana. “Or cruder things.”

Ciana coughed into her fist and looked away, cheeks reddening and horn turning black.

Seraph continued, “The problems you had with Adam and Tharban weren’t because of their unwillingness to be great, perfect men and set a shining example. I imagine they probably thought they were doing exactly that. Neither of them strikes me as the type to admit fault or weakness.”

“Definitely not,” Nathan drawled.

“What sets you apart from them, and why none of us worry about the children following your lead, is that you’re being a true father to them. They’ll grow up, and undoubtably become more rebellious and less clingy, but that is the course of life. None of them will ever think back and regret that their father didn’t drag them to his most boring, tiresome duties.”

“But I will still need to set that example one day.” He took her hand and rubbed the back of her palm. “They’re going to be strong, well-trained, and with all the resources of Doumahr at their backs. To say nothing of whatever Eris might be capable of.”

“Maybe. But I don’t think you’re doing anything wrong. We’re all new to this, Nathan. Try not to overdo it, hmm?” Seraph gave him a quick kiss.

With her words in his mind, he left her office. Vala and Seraph moved onto the mundanity of logistics and troop deployments while his and Ciana’s footsteps echoed in the office.

The unicorn knight looped an arm around his back and glanced at Vala. She winked and stuck her tongue out.

“Oi! What did I say earlier about needing to share?” Vala shouted.

She tried to rush after them, but Seraph held her back. Ciana giggled as she left with Nathan.

“It’s a good thing Eris can’t see you. She’d be shocked,” he told Ciana.

Ciana shrugged. “With whatever Fyre put in her, she’s going to be a terror when she becomes a teenager. You’re worried about setting a bad example, while the rest of us are worried about how we’ll stop Eris from teleporting or flying across Doumahr whenever she has a tantrum. Especially after the Twins start teaching her things.”

By Fyre, the horror. Nathan didn’t need to feign his terror.

Fortunately, between his own power and his Messengers, he should be able to rein in Eris. But her tantrums would be completely different to his own as a child. He’d run away from home to become a Bastion. What would Eris do? Try to create her own religion? Summon a Messenger? If she ever learned how to use spatial magic to move between worlds like the prophets could, the possibilities were endless.

Keen to distract him, Ciana dragged him back to his bedroom to make good on their idea from earlier. Nathan appreciated the ride, particularly as Ciana cooed in his ear.

But the morning quickly passed and he needed to find King Maxwell during the Diet’s lunch break. A difficult conversation about arranged marriages and the freedom of children awaited.


CHAPTER 9


Aquick scan of the castle located Maxwell. The foreign king lingered in one of the interior gardens, although he had likely chosen this one as it was off limits to most of the Diet. As a gesture of goodwill, Alice allowed Maxwell access to a wing of the palace technically restricted to royalty, but it hadn’t been used since former Emperor Gorthal’s passing. Alice had relocated to a different part of the palace and established herself along with Nathan during her grandfather’s final years.

Nathan paused at the entrance to the garden, Ciana by his side. Sunlight filtered through a large skylight and bounced off the many leaves and branches of the herbs, vines, and towering plants crammed into this small chamber. Invisible barriers kept the humidity of the garden from flowing into the rest of the palace, and the pleasant trickle of fountains filled the air.

Giggling broke the constant susurrations of the water. Maxwell kneeled behind a young girl—no more than four or five years old—who possessed the same blonde hair he had, including his abundant curls. The young princess wore a relatively simple blue and gold dress, and the trim was decorated with the golden lions of Falmir’s royal family. A large silver choker studded with crystals wrapped around her neck, and it shimmered with powerful magic.

Two other women joined Maxwell and his daughter. One was undoubtably his wife, despite her impressive poker face. Her figure was surprisingly slim, and she possessed a long shock of vibrant red hair and bright green eyes. While she wore the golden lion of the royal family, Nathan didn’t need the best intel on Doumahr to know she and Maxwell hadn’t married for love.

The other woman was one of the few unicorn beastkin Nathan had seen in his life. Since offering greater stability and protection to beastkin, more unicorns had slowly emerged from hiding. Nobles who tried to enslave them or harvest their horns met grisly and public ends, but the race stood near the brink of extinction nonetheless.

This unicorn wore the uniform and armor of Falmir’s royal guards. No gems or signs of a Champion enhancement, and she looked roughly Nathan’s age. Her long black hair hung in a high ponytail and she possessed a lean, muscular figure with a mature beauty. Her unicorn horn glimmered while her golden eyes watched Maxwell with barely concealed envy and sadness.

Those eyes reminded him of a woman who had loved Nathan almost like a mother, and who had been denied children of her own due to politics.

Noticing Nathan, Maxwell glanced at his bodyguard. “Trish.”

“Your Majesty.” Trish gave a short bow, then stepped in and smiled at the young girl.

Maxwell said something quietly to his daughter, then stood and walked over to Nathan. His daughter clung to the knight’s leg, hiding behind her surcoat. Trish rubbed the young girl’s shoulders while her ostensible mother merely stared at Nathan as she moved beside the other two.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your family time,” Nathan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I can come back⁠—”

“It’s no trouble.” Maxwell smiled genially. “I wanted to speak with you. Ellie’s tired from seeing so many new faces and being away from home for so long, so I’ll hope you’ll forgive her for that.”

He’d truly grown up to be an impressive-looking king, as his awkward looks as a teen gave way to a muscular figure that turned heads when he held court. Ironically, he’d enjoyed far better luck with women when he wasn’t king. Nathan remembered that he had a reputation as a womanizer in his old world.

“I’m used to it.” Nathan waved gently at Maxwell’s young daughter, Ellie, and she hid her face behind Trish’s leg in response. Ciana hid a smile with her hand. “My girls aren’t great at traveling either. Raissa and Lin lose their tempers after just a day. She’s doing really well to last this long.”

Maxwell blinked in surprise. “Really? When you visit with Princess Eris, she’s the image of perfection.”

Ciana frowned and opened her mouth, then closed it. Maxwell caught the movement, then inclined his head.

“Feel free to speak, Lady Ciana,” the king said.

His wife’s eyebrows shot up before she resumed her poker face.

“Eris has always been unusually patient when I take her anywhere,” Ciana said, choosing her words carefully. “But I wouldn’t do your lovely daughter a disservice by holding her to Eris’s standard. The palace is full of children the same age who remind us every day how young they are.”

Maxwell’s lips quirked upward. “You mean that they’re troublemakers at heart and you sometimes regret having them at all?”

Ciana smiled. “Perhaps, Your Majesty.”

“Exactly right,” Nathan growled.

Maxwell laughed, and his wife stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. Even his bodyguard appeared shocked, while Ellie poked her head out to see what the fuss was about.

“I’ll take your words to heart,” the king said. “Perhaps the prophet’s rambunctiousness rubbed off on Princess Eris.”

Nathan nodded, and Ciana glared at him.

When Maxwell’s expression faded and he glanced back at his family, Nathan knew the pleasantries were over.

“Shall we go for a walk?” Nathan suggested.

“Of course, Nathan,” Maxwell said. “Lead the way.” He glanced back at Ellie and the others. “I’ll be back shortly. If anyone comes to find me⁠—”

“I’ll tell them you’re busy with the Emperor,” Trish said drily.

Ciana snorted, and Nathan pretended he hadn’t heard that.

They walked slowly through a long corridor just around the corridor. Nathan cast some magic to ensure they wouldn’t be disturbed. Nobody else joined them and wouldn’t be able to until he wanted them to.

Maxwell nodded, then waited for Nathan to speak while Ciana drifted several steps behind them.

“You can talk freely here,” Nathan said.

“I’d joke you’re going to do away with me, but I’m not sure if it will be a joke.” Maxwell stared forward, his hands crossed behind his back, and took steady steps that matched Nathan’s. “I’ve gotten some warning signs that my… intended conversation with you will ruffle feathers. When even the great puppet master Torneus hints that I need to tread lightly, I know I’ve misstepped.”

Nathan kept his expression impassive. “You mean a potential arranged marriage.”

“That was the original idea.”

They walked in silence for nearly a minute. Maxwell frowned as he noticed the corridor appeared to remain the same size and they saw nobody pass by the ends. They grew no closer to the hallways at either end. No noise filtered in from outside.

“I’ll admit, the idea bothered me a lot,” Nathan said.

Sweat formed on Maxwell’s brow. He kept walking, his posture unchanged.

“But I saw you with your daughter and your family,” Nathan continued. “It leaves me confused.”

“My wife and bodyguard, you mean,” Maxwell corrected.

“I know what I saw.” Nathan smiled, and the other man grimaced. “As you can guess, I spend a lot of time around women with… affections for me. For some time, those affections were unrequited.”

“I don’t ignore Trish,” Maxwell said gruffly, his façade breaking for perhaps the first time since Nathan had met him. “She’s…” He paused, and even broke step. “I won’t pretend to be an expert in love, or even to know much about it. I sought her out in a fit of vanity, and she’s become much more than a trophy.”

“I’m glad to hear it. But that wasn’t my point.” Nathan shot a sidelong look at the king. “You have a daughter with a woman you married for politics, while the one you love can only dream of a child. I recommend finding a solution.”

“Your father⁠—”

Nathan’s expression darkened, and Maxwell coughed.

“Martel would seize on the chance to weaken me drastically if I had a child out of wedlock, and the monarchy is required to be monogamous.” Maxwell sighed. “Far too many rumors have been spreading thanks to Archduchess Lotte’s… uncanny similarity to my mad sister, may she rot in hell.”

“There’s no chance Adam will risk Lotte stepping in over you, given the strong ties she has to both me and Alice,” Nathan said drily. “Your position is stronger than ever. But I’ll talk with Adam. He’ll understand as a man who has struggled with the same problem.”

Both Veronica and Kate never had children with Adam due to his loveless political marriage. Perhaps that might finally change, but it required Adam to be less of a stubborn ass.

Maxwell came to a dead stop and stared at Nathan. “You’d argue with Adam Martel over this? The idea that I can have a child with a bodyguard you only just met today?”

Pausing, Nathan composed his thoughts carefully, aware Ciana was listening in and Maxwell might take this as weakness. “I won’t say you’re a friend, Maxwell. The political situation is too complicated between us for that. But I’ve known you for years, and trust you more than most nobles I’ve dealt with. Today is the first day I’ve seen you happy as a father, and I can only imagine what you might be like if you experience that together with the woman you love. You’d be driven to rule Falmir out of more than a desire to hold your family’s legacy together and avoid being killed.”

“Hah. I can’t tell if you’re being nice or manipulating me.” Maxwell shook his head. “You’re right to say our relationship is complicated. But…” He held his hand out. “Thank you. I’m in no position to deny your help and it would mean far more to me than I ever thought possible.”

Nathan shook the king’s hand, but the conversation wasn’t over. “The arranged marriage?”

“I take it the topic still upsets you?” Maxwell said cautiously.

“I don’t understand why you’d destroy the future of a daughter you clearly love. She doesn’t know Leo, and she might grow to hate you and the rest of us once she grows old enough to understand.”

Maxwell nodded. He leaned against the wall in a decidedly unkinglike pose. “It’s… unlike me to be so candid, but you’ve offered me a favor with nothing expected in return.” He stared up at the ceiling. “It’s because I love her that I think this will be best for her.”

Nathan stared at Maxwell.

“I can tell you don’t understand. To everyone else, this looks and sounds like a political maneuver.” The king chuckled and sneered. “Tie our two nations together, cementing our relationship, and weakening the Republican movement. That’s true. But… Do you know what it’s like to live your entire life under the terror that, at any moment, enemies will burst in at the dead of night and slaughter you and your entire family? That you will be powerless to stop them?”

“Yes,” Nathan said.

Maxwell looked at him, then winced. “Ah, yes. I forget so easily the past you spoke of. It’s… difficult to imagine a world so bleak that demons might casually threaten all of us at any moment.”

“We stopped it. And I understand you mean something else. The Republican movement dreamed of overthrowing the monarchy for decades, and grew in power each year after Kurai, years before you were even born.”

“Yes. And then it finally happened.” Maxwell’s fists clenched, and his knuckles whitened. “I wake up in a cold sweat some nights and check on Ellie. Worried that somebody will break into the palace, despite the additional protections you erected. I don’t even know whose Champions I can trust. Bastions changed sides so easily in the many civil wars Doumahr witnessed, and Champions betrayed their own Bastions at times. But you… You don’t worry about that.”

“… not anymore,” Nathan admitted. “But I did once. Trauma doesn’t leave us, Maxwell.”

He understood the nightmares far too well. They’d been his reality in the months after his first girls were born, particularly when the first true Messenger invasion struck after Sofia’s defeat. He didn’t sleep for a week, terrified a new onslaught from the outer beings was imminent.

“Those eyes. That’s why I wanted an arranged marriage for her,” Maxwell whispered. He gulped. “I know it’s dangerous, but… In truth, it wasn’t Leo I initially thought of.”

Nathan stared at Maxwell, horror growing in his stomach.

“Don’t look at me like that. It’s an open secret you don’t age.” The king’s expression was grim. “In fifteen or twenty years, what will be the difference between you and Ellie, and you and those foxes? Or the succubi? Or Seraph, who is over a decade older than you? Or Astra, a living legend who goes back two calendars.” He barked with bitter laughter. “It was a silly idea, but I said I’d be candid. Plus, the odds of Ellie falling in love with a hero like you are high. She’d be safe and her future secure.”

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Nathan struggled for his next words.

For what could he say? He’d spent the morning talking with his Champions about his own fears about being a father, and here was Maxwell spilling his heart about his deepest, darkest fears for his daughter’s safety. Those fears weren’t even that irrational.

Maxwell might have Nathan’s support, and Adam would never make a violent move against the man and his family in the current situation. But what about other nobles and Bastions? If a Bastion chose to martyr himself to kill Maxwell, he could easily succeed. Falmir’s king was merely mortal and lacked magical power, just like his own father.

“Out of respect, I won’t say anything,” Nathan said, and Maxwell grimaced. “I can’t accept an arranged marriage. Both because I won’t tie Leo’s future up, but also because I respect you and Ellie too much.”

“If you do⁠—”

“There might be another way,” Nathan added quickly.

Maxwell froze, then narrowed his eyes. He nodded.

“Your problem is that of power. You can’t accept a Champion gem for Trish, because that would tie her to a Bastion who might betray you, as well as another man,” Nathan said.

“Yes. Which rules you out, too,” Maxwell added. He bit his lip. “I won’t deny it crossed my mind. Trish… Might have taken the idea poorly.”

“I wonder why,” Ciana muttered, and Maxwell winced.

“There are other ways to grant power than Champion gems,” Nathan said slowly. “Ciana’s prosthetic arm works similarly, as it’s powered by the binding stones. You’re more than aware of relics, given your daughter is wearing one.”

Maxwell winced. “It’s for her safety⁠—”

Nathan raised a hand to forestall the argument. “The blood has been spilled. We can’t unspill it by refusing to use the relics. My point is that there’s plenty of evidence of alternative methods to grant power. Trafaumh tapped into them, and I’ve found ways to do it without butchering thousands of innocents in squalid cells.”

“Good. I worried for a moment.” Maxwell smiled wanly. Then he frowned. “Wait, you’ve found ways… Not the prophet…”

Nathan stared at Maxwell without saying anything, and the king slowly nodded.

“I see. This is a secret I will be taking to my grave, I suspect. And beyond,” Maxwell said. “I don’t know why you’re offering this, but⁠—”

“My goal is, and always has been, the stability and prosperity of Doumahr,” Nathan said. He sighed. “I like the relative peace we enjoy, Maxwell. You understand some measure of the price I paid to bring it about. But this peace is only maintained because we possess the power and will to stop those who would destabilize Doumahr. That’s why things got so bad to begin with. Even when those who attempted to do good stepped in, they could only make things worse due to how warped the system was. The only thing I’ll remind you of is that⁠—”

“You’re not granting me enough power to oppose you,” Maxwell interrupted. He smiled wryly when Nathan shot him a look. “I’m no fool, Nathan. Even if you give Trish the power of a trigem, you practically conquered all of Doumahr, then handed it back to us. I came to you because you’re untouchable. Whatever your price, I’ll pay it.”

“My price is that you rule well, justly, and properly,” Nathan said drily. “And let Ellie and her future half-sister or brother grow up to decide their own future, as much as they can in a royal family. Whatever things look like with the influence of Adam’s council, the ever-present threats of demons and instability favors a ruler who can make important decisions swiftly.”

“And who has the looming presence of the world’s guardian hanging over him?” Maxwell gave Nathan a half-smile. “Fyre may be the prophet, and the cult that worships you pure nonsense, but you effectively act as Omria’s… The word Champion is already in use, and we already have Bastions. Omria’s greatest protector? Her warden, responsible for the protection of the world?”

“That makes it sound like Doumahr is a prison,” Nathan said, finding escape in a pithy remark.

Because Maxwell had inadvertently compared Nathan’s current situation to one Sofia had offered to him in the past. The pretend goddess had wanted Nathan to act as her Champion, while she handled the goddess duties.

Somehow, he’d effectively done exactly what she wanted, only with Fyre. Perhaps Kadria had realized what Sofia needed all along, only for Sofia to steal the idea when she noticed.

In the end, it didn’t matter. Particularly as Nathan gained his own power beyond that of the binding stones and Omria.

“Again, I’m in no position to refuse,” Maxwell said.

They shook on the deal.

With little more to say, Nathan shattered the spatial spell that had made the corridor endless and separated them from the rest of the palace. Sounds from outside greeted them, starting with the whistling of a nearby patrol of Royal Knights. A catgirl knight spotted them and saluted, then continued on her way when she saw King Maxwell.

“Perhaps this may be… insulting, but I recommend not using that magic too openly,” Maxwell said, biting his lip. “My mad sister was quite fond of using it for private conversations.”

Nathan sighed. “Ah. My apologies. I didn’t mean to remind you of her.”

“Many things remind me of her. Especially when I’m here and Archduchess Lotte von Allesburg bounces up and makes me question reality.” The king chuckled. “Have a good day, Nathan. I imagine I’ll see you in the Diet, or else you’ll be in the doghouse given my read of the votes.”


CHAPTER 10


Nathan led Maxwell back to the garden, where several more of Falmir’s royal guards waited with his family. They saluted their king as he entered, and Nathan remained outside. The joy on Maxwell’s face as he picked up his daughter and Trish said something told Nathan he’d made the right decision.

The Diet was tiresome and boring. Nathan stood beside Alice’s throne, and his presence meant Fyre showed up during the actual session. Their appearances caused noticeable whispers and muttering, and many nobles openly anticipated when he’d speak.

“When did I become an event for the Diet?” he grumbled to Alice as they filed out of the grand hall hours later.

“Since forever?” Alice said, shooting him a look of disbelief. “While we didn’t get everything we wanted, you turned half the no votes into yes votes on everything military related. I hate to impose⁠—”

“Then don’t,” he said.

She swatted his arm. “Then I’ll gleefully impose. Once you’re back from Soreaux, there’ll be some events I need you to attend. Ingratiate yourself to some nobles. Make them feel happy. Try not to sleep with any wives.”

“I’ve never done that,” he said.

“But one day you will. Honestly, more of your former knights need to marry.” Alice pouted.

After dinner with both of his wives, and time spent with his various children, he puttered back to his bedroom.

He paused at the door. Only Fei lingered inside. Not Kara. It wasn’t that late, but he had expected both in there by now.

Ciana had left his side to take care of Eris, who was on the cusp of being old enough not to need mothering at night but still preferred it. A pair of royal knights sat on the sofa in the entrance hallway that protected his bedroom from direct intrusion from outside.

“Fei’s inside alone?” he checked with them.

“Just the captain, yeah,” one knight said.

He nodded and slipped inside after giving both knights some scritches.

Wrapped around his pillow in little more than frilly black lingerie was Fei, and her tail swished back and forth along the bed. Her ears pricked up the moment he entered. She shot upward and stared at him with wide green eyes.

“Where’s Kara?” he asked.

Fei pouted. “She said she’d come after she handled some paperwork. But I wanted a brushing now. I got shoved in a dress before you could comb me out this morning.”

A purple metal comb glittered on a nearby cabinet. Nathan smiled and wandered over.

“Fine,” he said. “But no sex until Kara arrives.”

Fei pressed a finger to her bottom lip. “Do blowjobs count as sex? Or titjobs? What about anal?”

“… my dick remains in my pants until Kara gets here,” he clarified.

“Oh. Then you can⁠—”

“Fei, don’t push your luck,” he warned, waving her comb in the air.

Her green eyes followed the purple instrument of imminent pleasure. She let out a whine, before plopping down on the floor.

“Fiiiiiine.” She glowered at him. “But if Kara takes too long, I’m dragging her here.”

“Good. I’m a little annoyed she’s not here already.”

Fei perked up.

He settled in on a cushion behind her, Fei sitting in front of him. While the sight of her ass, easily visible through the sheer fabric of her lingerie, drew his eyes, her bushy black tail straightened out to its full length. He ran his fingers through it.

Slowly, he worked through it with the comb and his hands. The pleasant smell of Fei’s arousal filled the room while she hummed. The two of them spent almost every morning like this, often with Artemis next to Fei looking and acting just as alluring. Extra tail brushing sessions weren’t uncommon, as the catgirl’s tail was a quick comb.

Narime and Tarako had to schedule time for him to pamper their tails, as they took up an entire afternoon. But his beastkin could be handled much faster.

“Are you feeling better?” Fei abruptly asked. “You seemed distracted earlier.”

“I should ask you that. You were spitting and scratching this morning,” he said.

“Eh. I have to make a scene for Kara, or else she’ll drag me to the Diet more often.” Fei shuddered. “I’m a Champion, not a noble.”

“You’re both,” he pointed out.

Fei shrugged. Funny that she’d once fought Kara over becoming duchess of the former beastkin Enclave, although that had partly been because of the chance to marry Nathan in the future.

One day, he wondered if he’d throw the political problems aside and just marry all his Champions. That would be one hell of a ceremony, as well as a honeymoon. He found the rare days when his younger Champions decided they all wanted an orgy with him to be a bit too much, let alone every Champion at once.

“So, do you feel better?” Fei pressed.

He didn’t answer for a while. “I’m not sure. Do you ever worry about how Raissa, Ayla, and Lyse will grow up?”

Fei turned and stared at him. “Um, isn’t that why we get everyone else to help? We all pitch in when someone is busy. Kara’s dragging me to the Diet, so ‘Mama Arty’ is taking care of Ayla and Lyse. We’re all helping to train the girls, and eventually Leo when he grows up. If one of us gets called off for duty, another can step in. Lin even calls me Mama Fei a lot of the time.”

“That’s not what I…” Nathan trailed off.

He frowned, while Fei’s ears drooped. Rubbing one, he stared at the wall.

Maybe her answer was correct, and he’d been worrying over nothing.

“My parents never did much to raise me,” Nathan said, and Fei blinked several times in confusion at the apparent non sequitur. “I was the child of a political marriage, and intended to take over the earldom, rather than become a Bastion. Adam focused on politics and his affair with another Bastion, while my mother secluded herself. That left Veronica, Lily, and the other servants to raise me. Many of those servants were beastkin slaves.”

“O-oh,” Fei whispered, eyes wide.

Had he ever spoken about his true past in his old world, back during his childhood? Not the dark days of hell consuming Doumahr, but simpler times. Even if they weren’t necessarily happier times, given what came later.

“I learned magic from Veronica, as well as much more, while Lily taught me how to fight. My swordsmanship comes from Lily, and she kept up my lessons even after I ran away to become a Bastion.” He grinned at the memories of bumping into the two Champions over the years, and the impromptu lessons Lily would give him.

They usually ended with him being put in the dirt. Even with the training he received from Astra and Vala, Lily knew how to fight. She’d made it through Kurai with Adam for damn good reason.

“… I think I remember you said you ran away,” Fei said. “Um, because you didn’t want to become the earl?”

He nodded. “I didn’t get along with Adam. He left me to his servants and Champions, but expected me to pick up his legacy and duties without a murmur of complaint. The argument we had the day before I ran away was stupid. I wanted to fight. To become a Bastion or Champion, because I hated all the stupid noble bullshit and enjoyed the ‘fun’ lessons of magic and fighting. We’re both stubborn assholes, and I was an angry kid. Adam knew I’d fall into the king’s hands, and I saw him as a controlling, distant father. He hit me, and I ran away. As predicted, I became the king’s pawn until Adam eventually overthrew him.”

Fei gulped. He’d long since stopped brushing her tail, so she turned and pulled him into a hug.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He chuckled. “Why are you apologizing, Fei?”

“Somebody has to.” She stroked his hair. “I miss my parents. But I can’t imagine never growing up without their love, even if my village eventually turned its back on me. Is this… is this why you still worry about the girls, even though we’re all here?”

After a long pause, he nodded. “Sometimes, the idea of leaving them all to be raised by my Champions reminds me of my own childhood too much. That I might be repeating Adam’s mistakes.”

Fei held him without saying anything for a while. He suspected she wished Kara was here, or another Champion.

Or perhaps that was mean. Fei was the Champion who realized he was from an alternative world before anyone else, and figured it out even before he gemmed her. The worldly and sharp Artemis was born from Fei, and while that came from a decade-plus of trauma, the same intelligence lay within the catgirl cradling him.

Suddenly, Fei giggled. “Even after all these years, you never change.” She pulled back and grinned at him, then flicked his nose.

He recoiled and stared at her in confusion.

“You used to worry like this all the time. ‘Am I making the right choices? Will the decisions I make fix things or make them worse? What if I made better decisions to save the world?’” She gave him a wan smile. “What did you decide back then, Nathan? You led us all to victory and saved Doumahr. Is avoiding the mistakes that your father made any different to avoiding the mistakes your old world made?”

No matter how much he dwelled on her words, he couldn’t find a rational rebuttal. So instead he hugged her and rubbed her back.

“Thank you,” he said. “I can’t promise I won’t still have the same worries.”

“You wouldn’t be Nathan if you didn’t worry too much about things.” She pressed her lips against his neck. “That’s why we all love you. Because you try so hard to help all of us, and we know how much you adore us. That’s why I know you won’t be like Adam. Raissa, Eris, Ayla, Lin… You don’t see any of them as political pawns or a way to continue your legacy.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes. Eventually, Fei frowned.

“Kara’s late,” she said.

Taking the chance to move on, Nathan leaned backward. “Maybe you should go fetch her. Drag her here no matter how much she whines. And make her get changed. You get to choose what she wears as punishment.”

Fei’s eyes lit up. “Ooh. Really? Maura gave me something really fun that I didn’t get to show you, but it would look really nice on Kara. They’re these tiny heart-shaped things that stick to your skin. I don’t know how Maura made them, but they’re supposed to…” Fei bit her lip. “Um, maybe it’ll be hotter if we show you.”

Nathan had already seen the Twins wear the nipple and crotch pasties before, but he pretended he hadn’t and nodded.

After all, he really wanted to see Fei and Kara squatting while nearly completely naked, with only tiny pieces of easily removable fabric covering their nether regions. Tonight would be very fun, even if his kitty and puppy would certainly drool all over the floor and bed with their pussies.


CHAPTER 11


The fwoosh of curtains opening preceded the rush of light over Nathan’s face. He groaned, and was joined by the two women cuddled up against him.

“Sleeping,” Kara mumbled.

“Go away, Arty,” Fei said, waving a hand in the air.

Nathan blearily opened his eyes in surprise at the idea Artemis would be the one opening the curtains. Surely it was Ciana?

But no, a black-haired catgirl in a Royal Champion’s uniform stood by the window, a golden ribbon in her hair and a single thick lock of her bangs dyed crimson. Her fingers ran through her tights as she glanced over at him with a raised eyebrow while tying the curtains to one side.

“It’s already late. Ciana’s feeding the girls, although I think Eris snuck in at some point,” Artemis said.

“When doesn’t she?” Nathan said as she sat up.

Two pairs of hands tried to pull him back down. He smiled, particularly at Kara’s clinginess. It was rare for her to be selfish.

Then her eyes shot open and she gasped.

“How late?” Kara asked, horror in her eyes as she bounded out of bed, completely naked but clean. They’d found the time for a quick shower after sex last night.

Artemis ignored her for a second as she picked up the tiny heart-shaped fabric pasties that had been Kara’s and Fei’s clothing last night. A mixture of curiosity and wariness filled her expression.

“Interested?” Nathan asked.

“Think about becoming a slutkitty later,” Kara hissed. She stalked over to one of the clothing cabinets and began rifling through it. “I can’t believe you still don’t have a clock in here, Lord Nathan.”

Giggles escaped Fei as she shifted position, now laying on her stomach and kicking her legs in the air behind her. Nathan scratched behind her ears.

“‘Lord Nathan,’” Fei repeated in a teasing tone. “He’s a lot more than just our lord now, Kara.”

Kara pouted and ignored the teasing.

“Isn’t that why she calls him ‘his majesty’ when she thinks nobody else is around?” Artemis’s eyes glowed with mischief.

Kara bared her teeth. “I’ll ask Nathan to remind you of his imperial splendor if you don’t shut up and tell me what time it is.”

Both kittens blinked in surprise, then looked at Nathan.

“I mean, she is an archduchess,” he said.

“Tch. Playing favorites.” Artemis crossed her arms. “It’s not even 9AM. The Diet is taking the day off after how busy they’ve been lately, although I think there’s some fancy term for it.”

“Recess?” Nathan suggested.

Kara shook her head as she slipped on her underwear, before pausing as she ran a finger along her Champion’s uniform. “Recess is the period between sessions. This is an adjournment. Alice should have called it when we finished business yesterday, but either something came up or she was approached by enough nobles who wanted time to regroup.”

“Uh huh. So it means we have the day off and you can’t force me into a dress.” Fei bounced out of bed and wrapped herself around Kara. Her head slunk into the crook of the doggirl’s neck, who scowled in return. “Nathan, wouldn’t Kara look nice in her uniform? She wears it so rarely. Maybe everyone needs a reminder that the archduchess belongs to you, and not just in bed.”

“Fei,” Kara whined.

“I’m not going to make Kara embarrass herself in front of the Diet,” Nathan insisted.

For some reason, Kara’s eyes flashed. She picked up her uniform and began putting it on. “It wouldn’t be embarrassing at all, Lord Nathan. I’m proud to serve you as a Champion and… much more.” Her fingers ran over her engagement ring. “Wearing my uniform isn’t as subservient as Fei says, but a reminder that I’m a servant of Omria, the Empire, and you, as well as a powerful noble.”

“In that order?” Artemis and Fei asked at the same time. They smirked at each other, their tails swishing behind them in an identical pattern.

“Hush,” Kara mumbled.

Nathan gave his favorite doggirl a kiss and a hug. “If you want to, I won’t stop you. But you have the day off. Try not to waste it if you don’t have to.”

“It’s not a day off.” Kara walked toward the door as she buttoned up her top, which noticeably emphasized the sheer heft of her breasts. “There’ll be lots to plan with Alice and Anna for when the Diet resumes, and I know Seraph will be busy enacting everything we got passed.”

Seraph had said something along those lines yesterday, so he merely nodded and waved her off.

By the time Kara slipped out the door, Artemis and Fei kneeled on the floor beside each other. Their matching combs sat on cases with substantially different decorations, and Artemis had painted both the golden lion of Falmir and black and red markings from Trafaumh on hers.

“At least some normality has returned,” Nathan said as he sat behind the two catgirls.

Their bushy tails reached for him as they looked back. Fei remained naked, unlike Artemis. Years of experience meant both of them could enjoy their brushings without making a smelly mess, should they care to, but Fei preferred being groomed nude or in her underwear.

“It’s been days since I got a proper morning brush,” Fei insisted.

“How horrible,” Artemis said drily.

“Don’t pretend you don’t care.”

“Oh, I do. But I’m big on delayed gratification. The brushing after a long wait is always the best.” Artemis’s tail rubbed against his leg and she looked at him. “She got a treat last night. So I go first.”

“Yes, yes,” Nathan said, and shifted behind Artemis.

“No fair!” Fei wailed.

The brushing passed slowly, but he knew he needed to find the time to both call Reine and organize a visit to Straub. At some point, both women spotted his distraction.

“You have plans,” Artemis said. It wasn’t a question.

“I need to call Reine shortly,” he said. “I’m visiting tomorrow, but⁠—”

“She misses you more than us. I know. Usually you’d teleport up, but we’ve all been busy.”

Fei nodded. “Poor Reine.” Her eyes narrowed. “But it’s not just that.”

“I’m going to Straub afterward.” He paused as their eyes lit up. “It’s not a⁠—”

“If we have the day off, I can take the girls there.” Fei’s face split open with a smile. “Maybe even drag Kara out there with Lin. Get all the girls up there. Maybe even Leo… Oh, but Kara said Anna will be busy.”

Fei shot to her feet and nearly dashed out the door, before realizing her state of undress. She grabbed some clothes then darted into the bathroom.

Artemis caught Nathan’s expression and gave him a half-smile. “I’ll find Ciana after this, assuming you’re not there for anything… too serious. It would be nice to spend a day outside the palace with you.”

He sighed. “I’m pretty sure Veronica wants to meet with me, although she hasn’t identified herself.”

“So it’s definitely Veronica. Adam would never meet with you at your estate, and she’s the only person any of us would let through in secret.”

“Pretty much.” He shrugged. “You’re right that a day off is a good idea. Especially as Nurevia is up there, and she can be a bit antisocial with all the kids down here.”

“I can sympathize.” Artemis’s expression darkened and she stood. “Talk with Reine and we’ll organize everything. Don’t forget to shower and put some clothes on, or else the knights standing outside will jump you the moment you step outside.”

“Thanks,” he said drily, before standing and pulling her into a hug. He whispered into her ear. “Love you, Jafeila.”

Artemis squirmed, her face reddening and tail curling up. “I know… Love you, too, Nathan.”

Despite her complaints, she remained in his arms for a good few minutes. Only when Fei stepped out and squawked upon seeing him hugging Artemis while naked did they separate.

After cleaning up, he found Ciana in his bedroom. She fiddled with the wireless in a corner. Several plates of food and sides sat nearby, ready for him to dig into for breakfast. The chefs had served up a spread closer to what he’d likely eat when he visited Trafaumh tomorrow, and he suspected it was similar to what the nobles were eating.

Plenty of bread, fluffy croissants, marmalade and preserves in tiny pots, various seasonal fruits like berries, and plenty of butter. His eggs were fried just the way he liked them, and a warming spell on the plate kept them that way. A large bowl of thick and fairly dry porridge sat to the side. That was undoubtably Ciana’s share.

“You can eat more than just grains, you know,” he said as Ciana stood up.

“I like porridge,” she said defensively. “And I ate some toast and hard-boiled eggs while overseeing the girls.”

“Did they give you much trouble?”

She shrugged while smiling. “Raissa had some thick sausages, and Lin whined until she got a couple of her own, even though she didn’t finish them. Doesn’t have Raissa’s appetite. The two of them are going to be worse than Fei and Kara at this rate. Ayla and Lyse were off in their own world. Fyre at least helped feed them.”

“They’re old enough to eat on their own,” Nathan chided.

“Oh. Am I interrupting something?” Reine’s voice crackled over the wireless. “I can wait until later. Everybody had left when I checked the bedroom earlier.”

Ciana’s horse ears shot upright and she spun, as if Reine could see her. Which she could, given Reine’s scrying abilities.

“No! It’s just the usual morning. You’ve seen plenty of them,” Ciana said.

“Ah. I will be in your care shortly, once I have my own daughter,” Reine said, her voice glowing even over the wireless.

“We’ll talk about that when I head to Soreaux tomorrow,” Nathan interrupted, before the distraction continued too long. “For now, I wanted to talk about anything that needs attention now.”

Not that the conversation would remain so serious. Trafaumh ran itself these days, even if Reine sat at the center of the Inquisition. Most of the work related to the day-to-day activities of the Inquisition, but that took place over the course of months and years. Even so, leaving her alone didn’t sit well with him, even if she had Narime and Ester with her. That would apply even if she wasn’t pregnant.

Most of what she raised were minor matters. Then again, that applied to almost everything Nathan dealt with these days. The times he could dismiss day-to-day matters in favor of only focusing on world-shattering events lay six years in the past. Even a Messenger invasion barely got him out of bed these days, although he forced himself to pay attention to them. He refused to become so inured to attacks that he missed one and saw the peace he’d built ruined.

Nearly an hour passed by the time Anna slipped into the room alone. Nathan had worked through his breakfast and drunk several coffees Ciana had made for him. He took that as a sign to end the call.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Reine,” he said. “I’ll bring Tarako and will spend the whole day in Soreaux, so you won’t need to rush.”

“Thank you. It will be nice to see you again, even if I see you regularly with my eyes,” Reine said.

If anyone else said that sentence, it would sound patently absurd. For Reine, it indicated she spent plenty of her free time scrying him using her divine eyes. Her connection to him meant she could scry him at all times, even inside his warded fortresses, unless he explicitly attempted to block her. He’d yet to have a reason to do so.

Ciana rose and ended the call, allowing him to rise and catch Anna in a hug.

“Escaping the day of drudgery?” he asked his wife.

“Everyone else is going on a playdate with their kids, and all I was doing with Alice was the nitty gritty,” Anna said. “Kara pretended to push back against Fei when she dragged her out of the meeting. Your ever-loyal doggirl did scare Hans and a bunch of nobles into thinking a war had started when she walked in wearing her uniform.”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose, while Ciana broke out in a fit of giggles. “Fei teased her about it.”

“I gathered when Fei burst in and pointed out how Kara’s jacket barely fit over her tits.” Anna frowned. “Probably needs to be let out again. Fei used to be one with the giga tits, but I guess we didn’t reckon with a dog beastkin who keeps producing milk for years.”

Nathan and almost everyone else had been surprised to discover Kara, like most dog beastkin, didn’t stop producing breastmilk shortly after Lin grew up. A lot of beastkin had communal traits, as he’d learned on his visits to Kuste. In Kara’s case, it helped a great deal with all the tykes around the palace, as she could act as a wetnurse if someone was busy. Although the idea of an archduchess acting as a wetnurse had almost certainly given some nobles conniptions, assuming they’d learned of the fact.

“Anyway, stop dragging your feet. I want to get the hell out of here, and the kids are probably bouncing off the walls outside the portal chamber.” Anna grabbed his arm and dragged him to the door.

Her statement wasn’t far from the truth. Putting Raissa, Lin, and Eris together had an effect similar to stimulants, as the three highly excitable young, magic-capable, and physically fit girls hyped each other up. If they were this bad at six years old, he worried about their teenage years.

Puberty was going to be hell in the palace. Maybe he should consider giving each child their own castle, far away from each other.

“No Tarako?” he asked.

The assembled women stared at him as if he was crazy. Fei, Kara, Artemis, Ciana, Sunstorm, and Anna were accompanied by a small squad of elite Royal Knights that Nathan knew by name. All of them knew Shiori’s and Mio’s tantrums all too well.

“I did ask,” Artemis said, earning herself an annoyed look from Sunstorm. “Tarako laughed in my face.”

“At least she has some sanity left,” Sunstorm muttered, then cleared her throat when Eris looked at her funny. “I bet they’re still busy with their training exercises. The foxes are strict about them.”

Nathan let that topic lie, as it wasn’t worth getting into. Especially as he’d probably regret bringing the terrible fox twins along anyway. They’d insist on getting in his hair, and be significantly harder to stay on top of while he talked with Veronica.

They used the portal room to teleport to Straub. Eris pretended she didn’t find the towering automaton guards amazing, while the other children cooed over them. Ayla and Lyse rode on Fei’s and Artemis’s shoulders while staring at the runes drawn all over the chamber and its protectors.

A matching portal chamber greeted them on the other end, if much smaller and slightly less well protected. Despite his own misgivings over his connections to Straub, Nathan found a personal estate useful as he established a family. He protected it, and his children, almost as heavily as the palace. Straub’s portal certainly didn’t need it.

The trigem Champion that greeted them when they stepped into the central castle of Straub was an old and reliable one. Lizbeth was a happy little wolfgirl who had mostly bounced along in Nathan’s service during the War of Descension, joining Fei’s knights during the preparations for the Imperial civil war against Tharban and the Nationalists. He’d turned her into a Champion after that civil war, when he needed to defend the additional binding stones he’d claimed.

In terms of power, Lizbeth and her three amethysts certainly didn’t rank highly. But she was loyal to a fault, an experienced commander trusted among several elite units across Trafaumh and the Empire, and a close friend of Ester’s. Nathan left her in charge of the entire county, its army, and its portals as a reward for loyalty and because it let her relax.

“Your Majesty, welcome home,” Lizbeth chirped with a broad grin, her wolf’s tail whirring behind her.

The nearby knights scowled at Lizbeth, while a monogem Champion in a uniform nearly identical to Sunstorm’s pressed a hand to her face. Sunstorm gave that Champion a look that screamed “get a load of this girl” and received a grimace.

“I’m not the Emperor, Lizbeth,” Nathan said. He raised an eyebrow at Sunstorm’s compatriot, who had an onyx gemstone. “Redjewel, is something wrong?”

The assassin Champion stiffened, and Sunstorm smirked. Artemis elbowed Sunstorm and shot her a look, which was ignored.

“Lord Bastion Nathan, I completed a patrol around the outskirts of town and verified there aren’t any intruders,” Redjewel said. “I’ll be more than happy to accompany the other Champions and ensure your family’s safety.”

Lizbeth shrugged with a smile. “You heard her. I’m sure one of you is in charge, and I’ll help Ciana take His Majesty up to his manor.”

After a brief exchange of pleasantries and some discussion, the Champions and knights formed a group together with the children. Nathan swept Eris up into his arms as she leaped at him.

“Papa, why aren’t you coming with us?” she asked, eyes wide.

“I have some work to take care of first,” he said. “Once I’m done, I’ll bring Auntie Nurevia over to meet you, okay?”

“Okay! But you can’t take too long. I’m supposed to be your guard, so if you’re away from me for too long it’s bad.” Eris paused and bit her lip, then looked at her mother, who stood nearby.

Ciana nodded, while Lizbeth grinned.

“You can go with the others and play, Eris,” Ciana said, voice oddly stern.

“Fiiiiine,” Eris whined. Her wings fluttered as she squirmed in Nathan’s arms. “One day I’ll be Papa’s real bodyguard and I’ll be able to follow him everywhere just like you.”

“Yes, you will be.”

Lizbeth blinked and looked at Nathan, who did his best not to react and bother Eris.

Once the others had left, Lizbeth sauntered up to him. “Um, it doesn’t cause too much trouble if I call you ‘your majesty,’ right? Everyone else gets fun names to call you.”

“We’re not in the palace or around any nobles. It’s fine.” He ruffled Lizbeth’s hair and she shifted her head so he got behind an ear. “If you ever get bored⁠—”

“Nah. I like the peace and quiet. Plus, it’s fun to see new blood come through and wonder if I was ever that high-strung.”

“You were,” Ciana said. “When Nathan first made you a Champion, you wailed about how you weren’t ready. You used to be such a nervous wreck whenever you were around him, too. When you and Ester first came to the palace⁠—”

“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Lizbeth nearly pressed her hands against Ciana’s mouth, but stopped herself. Her body froze halfway through the motion and she almost immediately began standing to attention. Then she cursed herself. “Urgh. Sorry.”

Ciana snorted and flicked Lizbeth’s nose. “Silly. We’ve spent more time together in the palace and here than I did with Fei or the others before the War of Descension started.”

While the two Champions bantered, Nathan began to leave. They fell in step behind him. Lizbeth signaled for a small unit of knights to join them as they left the castle.

These knights dressed differently to the Royal Knights in the palace, although they were technically part of the same regiment. Nathan existed in a strange state, politically. Bastions commanded soldiers in the Imperial Army, which served the Empire as a whole. As a count, he could also raise a private army to defend his holdings. Yet his marriage and status as Royal Bastion enabled him to command the Royal Knights, an elite unit attached to Castle Aleich and the Imperial Palace.

He’d struggled to work out what part of the military the soldiers stationed in Straub should come from, given they protected his family estate. With Alice’s permission, he’d established a special unit of Royal Knights that wore his emblem and colors alongside the gold of the Imperial family. While it was technically a breach of the rules, few would question his fealty to Alice and the Empire.

Even fewer were willing to question the fealty of the Royal Knights, which largely comprised elite soldiers personally loyal to Nathan, and Alice by extension. Kara and Lizbeth referred to him as “his majesty” because they saw him as their true emperor, and Alice had even privately admitted as much more than a few times, even if she was far more certain in her position these days.

Nathan took his time walking through the town of Straub to his estate. Plenty of people stepped out to wave to him, and he visited some shops. Despite his position, he did rule the town and tried not to be too unapproachable.

Although some people approached him more than others. Like a tiny redheaded wolfgirl bounding toward him with bright, amber eyes and a simple sundress adorned with a modified version of his family crest along the borders. An alexandrite and a diamond sat in her collarbone, although mostly for show. While nowhere near as powerful as Fyre, this woman possessed the power of a prophet of Omria.

“My Lord! It’s great to see you,” Lucretia said as she tackled him in a hug. Her massive wolf’s tail flew around in excitement as she hung off him. “I heard you were receiving guests here so rushed back to make sure the manor was perfect.”

“Aren’t you busy with the Diet?” Nathan rubbed her back, keenly aware of her lean muscle and weight despite her short height. “I saw you… Four days ago?”

“In passing,” she said, frowning as she dropped to the ground, hands on her hips. “This Diet session is so busy. I’m sorry that I couldn’t represent you well enough to keep you away from the grand hall. Being known as a disciple of a prophet isn’t that persuasive…” Her fingers danced over her gems, which served as much purpose as the garnets Fyre possessed.

He pressed a fingertip to her forehead, and she leaned backward. “You’re doing wonderfully as a baroness. I have no complaints and plenty good to say. So long as you’re happy⁠—”

“I’m the happiest I’ve been in my life, my lord,” Lucretia said hurriedly. She paused with a wince. “Sorry. It’s just…”

“It’s fine.” He gestured down the road, and she fell into step next to him. “Nothing’s changed what I told you when we broke into the Den and saved your people from the faeries. You can be whoever and whatever you want to be. The expectations of the past, and even the magic you have now, hold no power over you. You were born into a life of suffering and turmoil, and the past six years have been the first you’ve experienced away from it. Nobody can tell you how to live it.”

“Thank you. It helps every time you tell me that.” Her fiery amber eyes stared ahead as she confidently walked beside him. “I mean it. After everything, I thought I still had to be a leader for my people. Being duchess was too much.” She shuddered at the thought. “I barely understood what a duchess was back then, before Kara was granted the title. But being the Lord-Mayor of Kuste seemed right.”

“And you helped a lot of people,” Ciana said from behind them. “Kuste was where a lot of beastkin lived when we moved them from the hellholes Arcadia exiled them to.”

“But they didn’t stay there, and I…” Lucretia bit her lip. “I needed a fresh start. One away from being a Guide, or the word of Omria, or the voice of my people. Knowing that I’m still helping you, my lord, even if I’m not working as hard⁠—”

“You’re definitely working hard,” Lizbeth said, and both Ciana and Nathan nodded.

“Kara used to run Straub for me, but as she ascended politically, it wasn’t possible. I appreciate having somebody I trust to handle the county for me while I’m busy elsewhere, especially as the estate is becoming more important,” he said.

“Maybe Lord Leopold will take it over one day,” Lucretia said, causing Nathan to blink. She looked around and noticed they’d cleared the commercial streets of the town, putting them on a long uphill road that led into a forest behind the town. “Lately, I’ve been thinking about the fact I’ll be here long after so many others. Up north, in the Far Reaches, death could come at any moment. Now? I’ll be like Tarako and Astra, watching generations of my people come and go.” She bit her lip.

“All the more reason to focus on yourself,” Nathan said. “Both those women are living proof of that, as I’m sure Tarako has told you.”

“She has. Many times.” Lucretia smiled softly. “I do wish there was a solution to my… infertility, however.” Her smile turned sad as she rubbed her lower torso.

Like Fyre, Lucretia’s powers as prophet came with burden.

“One day, we’ll solve it,” Nathan said.

“Fyre won’t ever give up on the idea,” Ciana said.

At the end of the road lay a sprawling estate inside a forest. A huge mansion stood alongside multiple other buildings, including a bone-white tower and a magnificent cathedral that looked out of place alongside the dark, wooden buildings. Knights in the same garb as his escort stood guard, while staff busied themselves.

Truthfully, he’d wanted to get rid of the cathedral after his wedding with Alice and Anna. He’d redone the entire mansion after Sofia ruined his memories of it.

But the cathedral proved oddly popular with many people, including the local townsfolk, his knights, various nobles, and the strangely dressed priestesses presently outside it.

Officially, the Empire only recognized two state religions: the official state church of Omria, centered around Fyre and the hermit priests, and the Order of Trafaumh. A third had popped up recently that everyone turned a blind eye to. Namely, the Cult of Nathan.

The cult’s priestesses used the cathedral on his estate as one of their primary sites of worship. Because many of them were former or even active knights serving him, access and loyalty weren’t an issue, so long as they were very careful about who they brought onto the estate.

For whatever reason, the priestesses dressed unlike any religious practitioners he’d ever seen before. Short skirts fluttered about their waists, revealing a thin strip of flesh above their stockings, and a loose garment vaguely similar to a Champion’s uniform covered their tops. They’d chosen black and silver as their colors, and Nathan’s family crest shimmered on their fabric, surrounded by a halo of wings. No beastkin imagery was used, although he’d never met or heard of a non-beastkin member of the cult.

Not yet, in any case.

Usually, the priestesses would rush him and shamelessly flirt with him. A pair of Champions outside the mansion kept them at bay today. One was a dark elf, and another wore the uniform of Falmir.


CHAPTER 12


“Nurevia, you’ll need to put away most of the daggers before you meet the kids,” Nathan said as he approached. “And don’t try to get out of it. Eris will cry if you don’t join us later.”

A dark elf wearing a stripperific outfit grimaced at him. Her purple eyes met his for a few seconds before she turned away with a pout. Countless daggers and handheld crossbows covered every inch of her vest, knee-high boots, and hot pants. Three amethysts glimmered above her large chest.

“I would have appreciated some warning you were bringing the tyke brigade,” she grumbled. “Could have made myself scarce.”

“They won’t bite,” he said.

“Not the problem.” She sighed and ran a hand through her lavender hair, which she’d reduced to a pixie cut.

He frowned at her hair, and she smirked at him. Her eyes glittered.

“Don’t start with the ‘fuck me’ eyes while I’m here, please,” the other Champion outside the mansion said.

Lily leaned on a shield bearing the Martel family crest and wore an axe on her back. She was a short, wiry thing built of muscle and grit, but with as much cunning and intelligence as her Bastion, even if she didn’t look the part. She possessed a pair of garnets.

She had more or less raised Nathan alongside the Champion presumably waiting for Nathan inside the mansion.

“What?” Nurevia grinned.

“I don’t know what you’re teasing him about, but I’m no stranger to men getting desires. Little Nathan got the urge to push you down and fuck the shit out of you just then,” Lily said drily.

Lucretia tilted her head in confusion, her ears and tail flopping to one side, while the other two women snickered.

“I mean, I did and said nothing—” Nurevia tried to feign innocence.

“It’s her hair,” Ciana said. “She cut it short to annoy Nathan, because he likes it longer.”

“Ah.” Lily nodded slowly. “Yeah, not going near that.”

“Good. Let’s drop it,” Nathan grunted. He proceeded to ignore Nurevia as she crossed her arms beneath her breasts after flicking her irritatingly short hair again. “If you’re here, Lily, does that mean Adam⁠—”

“Hell no. Veronica badgered him to come for ages, but there was always an excuse.”

“Figures. He’d never meet me if I had the advantage.”

Lily grinned. “He’d be so pissed if he knew you say that.”

“Going to tell him?” Nurevia teased.

“Fuck no. Not my job to get him mad and riled up.” Lily gave Nurevia a pointed look, and the dark elf rolled her eyes.

“I don’t do it because it’s my job, I do it because I fucking love it when Nathan gets hot and bothered.”

Lily shook her head and looked at Nathan. “Your girls are always a trip. Amazing to think you came from Adam in some way. I can see the scheming, stubbornness, hair, womanizing, attraction to muscled women, the⁠—”

“I get it.” Nathan’s eyes turned into slits.

“But you have less of an ego,” Lily said, her eyes softening. “Given the boy that was supposed to become you and… didn’t.” She closed her eyes and sighed, then rubbed her nose. “Well, he sure as hell didn’t have a small ego. I can still only imagine all the shit you went through to make you this way. Adam and so many others saw Kurai, but if anything it pushed them to become worse.”

“There was twenty years between Kurai and the next Messenger, and it was easy to pretend we won,” Nathan said.

Lily nodded slowly, then again much faster. “Yeah, I guess that’s right. It galvanized a lot of Bastions, but it became a one-off. Even the best of us weren’t ready for the shit you were.”

“I wasn’t ready for that shit.” He chuckled darkly. “There’s no reason to dwell on it.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But you’re still you, and that means you have the special ability to push Adam’s buttons in a way nobody else can,” she said. “Maybe one day you’ll finally say the magic words that get him to give Veronica what she wants, before he gets too old.”

“I don’t think men get too old for that,” Nurevia said. “Lotte’s a fucking bombshell, and her father was a fucking mummy.”

Lily paused, then shook her head.

“I don’t think Adam’s that old,” Nathan protested.

“No, he’s definitely old,” Lily said. She frowned at him. “I don’t mind it, but it’s been thirty years since Kurai fell, Nathan. He’s closing on sixty. As a Bastion, he’ll keep on ticking for way longer, but age still gets at ‘em. Or, uh, the normal ones.” She looked him up and down. “He needs an heir, even if he’s a stubborn ass about it.”

“You don’t mind it?” he asked, surprised. “I always thought you enjoyed fighting and the business Adam got involved in. It has to be boring now.”

“I’m nearly sixty, too.” Lily laughed at his expression. “I definitely don’t look it, but I feel it. Decades of defending portals, standing by Adam’s side as his sword and shield, helping with his scheming, and two absolutely insane events in Kurai and the recent shitstorm with Charlotte. Yeah, I enjoy the quiet time with my Bastion. It could be better. Hence why maybe you can push some buttons. Remind Adam he should have an heir. Ending my years training a second you is a great way to go out.”

“Thanks.” Nathan frowned, but chose not to dwell on Lily’s fatalism. “That might happen anyway. I need to talk to him about Maxwell.”

“Ah, his favorite topic.” Lily paused, then her eyes widened. “Wait, in the context of kids? Shit, this is about his unicorn, isn’t it?”

Leave it to Lily to instantly guess the subject. The other women stared at them in confusion.

“It’s in-confidence,” Nathan said.

“Sure, sure.” Lily stroked her chin. “I’ll prod Adam about it. Veronica wouldn’t be able to handle the topic. Just let me know when you need to talk to him⁠—”

“As soon as possible.”

She blinked. “Uh, sure. I’ll organize something. He’ll get pissy, but you can teleport, and I bet pissy is what you want.”

“No, but I don’t think I’ve ever dealt with Adam in a context where he isn’t a grumpy asshole,” Nathan said.

Lily and Ciana both snorted. They’d seen him and Adam talk often enough to understand.

Nathan pointed at the mansion. “If Veronica’s inside, then I’ll see why she organized this meeting. Lizbeth, can you make sure Nurevia doesn’t go anywhere, unless it’s to the picnic area? Lucretia, make Lily feel at home.”

Both his Champions saluted him, while Ciana followed him into the mansion. He ignored Nurevia’s sour glare.

Given the sensitive nature of the meeting with Veronica, less staff and guards lurked inside than usual. The mansion was more Lucretia’s home than his, although Lizbeth and the other Champions assigned to Straub also lived here. It helped to have people present if he or a lover needed to come here on short notice. Especially if they brought a child.

He found Veronica inside his study. Not that he really considered it “his” study, given how little time he spent here. A pair of soft, cushioned chairs sat beside a magical icebox, surrounded by a cylindrical bookcase that spanned the entire breadth of the room save the entrance. Countless tomes filled the room and comprised copies of interesting books he’d encountered over the years.

Most were from the Lodges, but a special selection had been reproduced based on books his Messengers recreated in their mental worlds.

Veronica held open one that Kadria had recommended he read cover to cover, and that had confused the ever-loving shit out of him given how it appeared to contradict everything he thought he knew about how the world worked. Its cover was of the author, a disabled man with large glasses that used some sort of magic box to speak.

“I’m beginning to understand why spatial magic is ascended magic,” Veronica said as he walked in. “The Lodges understand the basic concept that space and time are related, but the idea that a force strong enough to bend space will also bend time is… Terrifying.”

“A lot of what ascended magic does bypasses what’s in the book, I think,” Nathan said. “But this is beyond me. Even the Twins know more, even if they like to pretend otherwise.”

Veronica looked at him over the top of the book in disbelief. “The morons with tits for brains?”

“From what I understand, they did the equivalent of a merchant’s daughter in Amica traveling to Aleich to study the science of their world. Kadria, the other succubus, specializes in a branch of science she calls theoretical physics, but it includes…” He paused to make sure he pronounced the word right, as Kadria got pissed whenever he didn’t. “Nuclear physics. It’s apparently heavily related to the book you’re reading.”

“And huge explosions. I’ve heard the Messengers using the term nuclear before.” Veronica frowned. “Part of me finds this interesting as a sorcerer. Unlike you, I was a member of the Lodge before I became a Champion. But I worry about the ramifications of learning advanced knowledge from a world so unlike our own, even before we consider the source.”

“Good news. We have bigger fish to fry just with the rise of ascended magic in general.” He smiled, even as she scowled at him.

Nathan finally sat down in the other plush chair, then looked into the icebox. The staff had filled it this morning with lagers and two bottles of wine, as well as a few of the strange canned drinks the Messengers summoned. While Nathan had yet to recreate any of their drinks, the Twins and Shiva created them often enough that the palace and estate servants squirreled away a supply.

Although they’d learned to be careful with them after painting a wall with a strange pink concoction upon opening it.

“I’m going to avoid the mystery drink and stick with wine,” Veronica said.

“I’d say something about the early hour, but we catch up so rarely.” He ignored her expression and poured two glasses of white wine. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.”

Their glasses clinked. She sipped the wine, then hummed with approval. “At least you still have a taste for good wine from Falmir. And yes, you’re right about the risks with ascended magic being a priority. It’s only a matter of time before some sorcerer gets the idea that they’re a god and tries to build some sort of magocracy.”

“Speaking from experience?” Nathan asked drily.

Veronica smirked. “I may have harbored some ideas about the inferiority of the common people when I was young and stupid.”

“That doesn’t seem unique to being a sorcerer.”

“Yeah, but when you spend every waking hour inside ivory towers where your only other companions are other sorcerers just as up themselves and isolated from the world, ‘the common people’ just becomes ‘everyone that isn’t a sorcerer.’”

“Touche.” He sipped his wine. “I get the feeling Sofia worried about the mages just as much. Why else would they only be her unofficial third arm?”

Veronica’s eyes narrowed. “If she truly did repeatedly resurrect as a prophet and pretend to be Omria… or was Omria, I guess, then she’d be very familiar with how sorcerers behave.”

They still weren’t sure what the difference between Sofia and Omria was, especially with multiple people able to use her prophet magic. Kadria was convinced Sofia couldn’t return to this world after what their old employer did to her, as his actions had erased her from existence going forward in the branching worlds and timelines.

But that still left an Omria-shaped existence in the void. The system Sofia had constructed remained operational even after her own destruction.

“Humans have a different relationship with sorcerers than other races,” Nathan said. “But I can believe she’d be wary of them from past experience. The Lodges became areligious as soon as schisms started within the official church. Once the idea sets in that any sorcerer can use ascended magic and potentially match a Messenger or the goddess directly, it’ll cause problems.”

“Can they?” Veronica stared at him. “I’ve messed with it myself and only made a little bit of progress. Gareth says I’m too old and set in my ways, which is rich coming from him. Part of me wants to believe becoming as powerful as you is a matter of raw effort, but that would also be terrifying. If somebody works hard and swings their sword a thousand times, the damage they can do is limited. The same thing but applied to a black hole is world-ending.” She tapped the book she’d been reading. “As unfair as it is, I’d prefer a world where that sort of potential is one in a billion, over the idea that anyone can achieve it if they try hard enough.”

Nathan bit his lip and swirled his wine, trying to buy some time to think. “I’ve thought a bit about that. It’s a similar problem to why some Bastions could create trigems, and some couldn’t. The same applies to Champions.”

“You mean it did. You have trigems coming out of your ears.” Veronica scoffed and her fingers ran over her two rubies. “Adam dislikes a lot of the new ways slowly filtering through, but spies have leaked plenty of what you’re teaching at the academy. He’s trying to refine his Bastion magic, even if he’s no sorcerer, in the hopes he can finally create trigems. It’s my job to try to help him.”

“I suppose we’ll see how hard it truly is,” Nathan allowed.

He’d already heard from Reine that other nations were trying to ape his Bastion techniques, now he was passing some on through the academy. While he wanted to avoid repeating what Sofia did by crippling humanity intentionally, he worried just like Veronica about handing over too much power to people who would abuse it.

During the war against Sofia and the Messengers, it had been clear that a lot of the time, the greatest enemy of humanity stared back at them in the mirror. How long could any peace truly last in the face of the endless progress and ambition of the peoples of Doumahr?

“So there’s something intrinsic,” Veronica said, pulling him back to reality. She played with her witch’s hat in her lap while staring into her wine. “Is it like a magical form of nobility? Some form of special blood?”

Nathan shrugged. “I have no clue, but I doubt it. What I can do is special, even across timelines. The Messengers have made that clear. Identical Nathans to me failed to accomplish what I have. Instead, I think it has more to do with willpower. Ascended magic is about imposing your will on the world. Bastions and Champions are the same. That’s why before, trigems tended to be very… forthright. They needed conviction and earnestness. I also think that came easier in the face of disaster.”

“When the world is ending, there’s a lot less time for self-doubt.” Veronica smiled mirthlessly. “Did Adam ever…?”

“No. I don’t think he ever lost sight of his political goals, and I think those corrupted his ability to create a trigem.”

Then again, Nathan’s theory about what restricted Bastions and Champions was incomplete. The Messengers didn’t particularly care how it worked, because worlds and people varied so much during their visits that it made tracking the changes a lesson in frustration. Nathan had only escaped notice and succeeded because he’d been a relative unknown, compared to Bastions like Dominic, Leopold, Maylis, and countless others who had been defeated countless times by the Messengers, even if they’d possibly had brief victories.

Veronica’s smile faded. She drained her glass of wine silently, then topped it up using the open bottle in the icebox.

Ciana glanced inside the room. She leaned against the wall just outside the door, alone. The other knights had been shooed away earlier to give them some privacy.

“Speaking of Adam’s political goals, that’s why I’m here,” Veronica eventually said. “Although I imagine you guessed that.”

“No matter how many times I tell you that you’re welcome to visit anytime, you never take me up on the offer. So I assumed it was related to Adam, yes,” he said.

Veronica winced. “He, uh, wouldn’t appreciate it if I visited you too often for no reason. Even trips like this bother him, as he sees it as a sign of weakness.”

Artemis had been on the money. Then again, she’d heard his bitching about Adam for years in his old world, and dealt with him while “working” for Charlotte. Who knows how often she’d encountered him as a Messenger. They avoided talking about that period if possible.

“So, what has him riled up? Other than the fact Maxwell is still on the throne,” Nathan said.

“I think he’s learned to live with Maxwell on the throne. Archduchess von Allesburg’s appearance has caused more people to look into the ties between the monarchy and the Empire, and I’m not sure Gareth’s royal connections are a secret anymore.” For the first time in several minutes, a genuinely joyful expression crossed her face. “A lot of nobles are reckoning with the fact the Empire might have a genuine claim on Falmir’s throne, and we can’t even call it a scheme or conspiracy, because the man responsible committed blatant treason. Not to mention the reason the king sold… access to the women in his court was almost certainly financial pressure from the republicans.”

“Was Adam aware of this at all?” Nathan asked, aware this might be a sore point.

“That the former king almost literally sold his wife’s womb to a royal of a foreign nation? Hell no. It would have been the catalyst for civil war if he’d known. But it has caused him to question his past actions.”

“Regret? From Adam Martel?” Nathan’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief.

Veronica snorted. She pulled out one of the strange cans and tried to read the back of it while sipping her wine, despite it being in a language foreign to this world. “Oh, he doesn’t regret trying to end the monarchy. Rather, he wishes he’d moved against the monarchy sooner. Or had me look for more bastards created by Allesburg after we discovered Gareth. To him, the possibility that he could have dealt with Charlotte before she went mad haunts him.”

Damn. That sounded a lot like the sort of navel-gazing Nathan did.

He leaned back in his chair and stared forward, then caught Ciana looking at him meaningfully through the door. After he shooed her, Veronica frowned.

“I’m guessing, like father, like son?” she said softly. She bit her lip and looked away. “Sorry, I know it bothers you to make the comparison.”

Now it was his turn to sip his wine while acting thoughtful. “Adam’s still my father, even if I’m not Oliver. The old bastard hasn’t changed much from my world to this one.”

“Sounds like you have, though.” Veronica looked him over while poking at the metal top to the can. It popped open with a hiss and she frowned at the bubbles that frothed up and sat around the rim. “Maxwell isn’t… No, he is the issue, but not directly. You are.”

“Uh, really? Yet you’re here.”

Her finger pulsed with light and she poked him telekinetically with wind magic. “Don’t be obtuse. I raised you better…” She coughed, then hid her grimace with the can. Her eyes lit up at the flavor. “I can’t even imagine how much this must cost in that other world,” she muttered.

“Don’t drink too much. The beastkin go nuts from all the sugar, and Maura once snuck Fei a massive can of something she called an energy drink. It kept her up all night.” Not that Nathan complained too much, given Fei decided to use her excess energy in bed. His hips had been damn sore, though.

“Wow. Maybe I should try to make a purchase. I could use something to help me research late at night… Err, maybe not.” Veronica hunched her shoulders at his glare. “Anyway, the problem is simple. Maxwell keeps sucking up to you and the Empire. That’s unsurprising, as it benefits him. The issue is that you didn’t only make a deal with him to get rid of Charlotte and prevent an even worse civil war. You made a deal with us.”

Nathan frowned. “That’s fair. Am I putting Adam in a difficult position?”

“The republican nobles aren’t making the strides they wanted to. Since Charlotte was dethroned, the best they’ve achieved is making the temporary council that ruled on his behalf permanent. But Adam and others want a parliament or Diet. Trafaumh has a damn parliament, even if you’re putting down rebellious bishops and priests every month because they like the old ways better.”

“The old corruption better, you mean.”

“Nobles aren’t necessarily less corrupt, but they’re more likely to get their head chopped off in a peasant revolt than a priest, so maybe it balances out.” Veronica shrugged.

“Stop beating around the bush.” He frowned at her. “What’s the exact issue?”

She looked him in the eye. “You need to show support for the more reasonable republicans. Sure, Falmir still has trauma about the possibility of the Empire trying to take back their old land, but there’s more trust in you than any Imperial since the secession. Maxwell gets to visit, preen to the Diet, and get support for his position from the Empire. In return, either you, or maybe some powerful nobles in the Diet push for him to strengthen the rights of the nobility.”

“Without trying to off him or completely remove him from power.”

“Goddess no.” Veronica shuddered. “Nobody wants more change, Nathan. You’re not on the ground in Falmir, so you can’t see it. But there are deep scars. We can’t remove the king, because nobody wants another civil war or somebody else filling the void and potentially becoming worse. At the same time, we can’t stagnate.”

Nathan closed his eyes. If there was one thing he agreed on after all that happened, it was that stagnation was what brought ruin. Even if not all change was made equal.

“Fair. I made Maxwell a… very good offer to help him out of a personal problem. It will need Adam to agree to support him, or at least prevent other nobles from undermining him. Coloring this as a trade-off for that will make it all much smoother.”

“A trade-off?” She raised an eyebrow. “Is that purely how you see it?”

“No. I think you’re right, especially as you share my own cynicism about the nobles. But it’s easier to get Adam to agree to something if he thinks it’s a deal, rather than a favor. Even if he agrees it’s right.”

She smirked and he laughed.

“You really are just like I hoped you’d be when…” Veronica’s eyes closed as pain flashed through her eyes. She gulped. “I’m sorry.”

He wanted to reach over and take her hand to reassure her, but she grasped her can with both as if to protect herself.

Clad in her robe, with her witch’s hat on her lap, Veronica looked so small and vulnerable. Like most Champions, she wore her age extremely well. Nathan struggled to see the powerful, cutting, and insightful mother figure in his life, rather than a woman holding back her own suffering.

“It’s fine,” he tried to say.

“It’s not,” she snapped, eyes glistening with tears. “I’ve tried. Years and years, I’ve done my best to accept that the boy I helped raise because his mother was too much of a pissant to bother is dead, and that you’re merely a man who understands what happened. You aren’t Oliver. No evil princess wrenched you away, melted your brain, and turned you into someone I couldn’t recognize. But… But…”

She sniffed, and it almost came out as a sob. This time, Nathan did reach out and wrap a hand over her arm.

Her next words were barely more than a whisper. “Oliver would nearly be the age you look right now. I look at you, and I see Adam from when I was much younger. Sometimes, I imagine that when Oliver left the estate, he didn’t go to the palace. Instead, he somehow got switched up and became the hero of Gharrick Pass and the liberator of the Federation. That you’re everything he should have become. And… And I know it’s unfair to you. But I miss him, and I just…”

Sobs wracked her body and she bent her head down to hide her expression. Her forehead pressed into the can, but she continued to shake.

Nathan rubbed circles in her back, both taken aback and shaken. He’d never seen her like this. And it hurt him to see Veronica cry.

After waving an uncertain Ciana away, he pulled himself together and reached for the only thing he could think of. The sort of topic he remembered Veronica and Lily often teasing him about when they visited him in his old world between battles. Back then, he’d assumed it was to put him in his place, as their old stories embarrassed him in front of his Champions.

Now, with children of his own, he understood how they wanted to bond with him.

“Do you remember back when I was ten or eleven, when you brought back a small box of chocolates from Fertheim,” he said.

Veronica hiccuped and looked up at him. Even through the tears staining her face, her confusion was evident. “Eh?”

He really hoped the memory was the same. Many of Oliver’s memories had crashed into his when he’d slain him. Despite the many little differences, the bulk of their childhoods remained the same.

“I don’t remember much else about the period, but I do know you rushed off to a portal not long after,” Nathan continued. “The chocolates were expensive and filled with a sweet cream. They were rare back then, even if they’re merely a delicacy these days. You gave me a couple and then put the box in your office.”

Slowly, understanding dawned. Veronica straightened and her eyes lit up. A small smile graced her face.

“They weren’t merely rare, but practically irreplaceable,” she said, amusement pushing through her hiccups. “Some sorcerers had developed a method for producing large volumes of hardened chocolate that retained its shape. It was years before it started being sold more widely.”

Something told him she remembered this story all too well.

“Well, like I said, you, Adam, and Lily rushed off to defend a portal not long after,” he said. “I snuck into your office to… read some books and saw the box on your desk.”

She snorted at the obvious lie. As a boy, Nathan didn’t much like reading or studying. It was a major part of why he’d disliked being saddled with the earldom.

“I ate a few, and then maybe ate the rest, too.” He smiled sheepishly, even as Veronica giggled. “When I realized what I’d done, I convinced one of the beastkin cooks to help me cover up my misdeed. She made a crude approximation of the chocolates, and I probably ate some of those too, before putting them in the box to cover up what I’d eaten.”

“You had to taste them, as the son of the earl must,” Veronica said without a hint of irony.

“Exactly.” He paused. “I never got in trouble for what I did. The box vanished by the next time I entered your office and you never brought it up, but that specific cook was sterner whenever I tried to rope her into my schemes.”

“I didn’t punish her if that’s what you’re asking,” the witch said defensively. “The moment we returned, she came to me and told me what happened. Only a fool punishes the servants who diligently report to their masters, especially as keeping her master’s son happy was her job.”

“Wow. She ratted me out instantly.” He shook his head in mock disappointment.

“Please. If you did something similarly mild that would upset any of the women in the Imperial Palace, do you think the staff would keep that secret? For that matter, what about your children?”

He frowned, then snorted. “Kara and Seraph would know instantly. The kids get away with a lot less than they think they do.”

“And so did you.” Veronica reached out and poked his nose, then giggled as he recoiled. “Children push their boundaries, and need to be reminded of them when they do stupid things. But going too far harms their curiosity. Would you ever have done all the things you do with magic if I… hadn’t… taught…” She gulped, then looked down again.

Silence reigned.

“Why did you bring that story up?” she asked, voice raspy. “We’ve been clear about this. You’re not Oliver. But that story… It’s exactly the same.”

He sighed and leaned backward. “And I’ll stick to that. My path diverged from Oliver’s years before we met, Veronica. Even if Charlotte didn’t steal him away, he’d never have seen or done the things that made me who I am. Just like Adam wouldn’t be who he is if he never went to Kurai, I can’t become the savior of Doumahr if I never see the complete and utter destruction of it first. Deverese proved that to me.”

She frowned. “Deverese… You mean Deverese Monet, right? The overzealous Inquisition Bastion whose mind was turned inside out by Charlotte during the war?”

“Yes. In my timeline, he was my rival.” Nathan’s eyes turned wistful, as he looked over fond, if sometimes dark, memories. “A man who had witnessed as much suffering, pain, and destruction as me. We came from similar backgrounds. Nobles who walked away from our inheritances to protect the world, and found ourselves constantly losing against the apocalypse. He died during the battle against the Messenger who destroyed Trafaumh, but I’d never have won without his help. Even in the Empire when we fought Siv, he had my back.”

“… so even a man who seemed so pathetic became a hero.”

Nathan nodded. “The Deverese of this world never saw the problems with his ideals or had his ego taken down a notch. Instead, my presence arguably made him worse.”

Veronica bit her lip. “That just tells me Oliver was robbed of the future he should have had. That he could be everything I dreamed he’d become. A man to be proud of.”

“Maybe. Charlotte took his future away, but he wasn’t robbed of the chance to become me.” He looked at the witch, who winced at the look in his eyes. “Countless millions died so I could be less of a stupid shit. Nations burned. I will never regret doing what I did when I came here to make things right, even if it means some people don’t become ‘as great’ as they might have in a worse world. When I see a woman who became my Champion in my old timeline, it means the world to me that she’s happy and not fighting desperately with death looming over her.”

“So… What does that make you?” she whispered.

“Nathan von Straub. Or Nathan Martel, if you prefer,” he said, causing her eyes to widen. “Adam will kill me if I use that name publicly, but it’s my birthright in another world. Hell, I seriously doubt the Adam of my timeline would begrudge me using it.”

A strange noise escaped Veronica. Then another. Finally, uncontrollable giggles burst free.

“Oh goddess, I’m trying to imagine two Adams arguing over you,” she said between fits of laughter. “He’s proud of you, even if he won’t admit it. That’s the real reason he wants to keep his pride whenever he meets with you. So a version of Adam who saw what you went through, even if he’s just as much of a stubborn ass, arguing with my Adam?”

Now it was Nathan’s turn to join in the laughter. They laughed so long and hard that Ciana finally entered, concerned they might suffocate. She pouted when he refused to explain the joke and stole one of the strange canned drinks.

When the two of them calmed down, he finished the point he was trying to make. “Maybe I pushed back too hard over not being Oliver. I didn’t mean to make you feel unwelcome or hurt you. Adam… Well, my emotions are as complicated as his, so I can’t say anything. But you’re important to me, Veronica. You helped raise me. That hasn’t changed. Not in my world or this one. That’s why I keep asking you to visit.” He smiled at her. “The kids would love to see their honorary grandmother more often.”

Veronica’s eyes widened, and she gasped. Tears once again built up in her eyes, but they remained unshed. “I…” She took a deep breath. “I’ll try more often. Thank you. I needed to hear this more than I thought I did.”

His hand tightened over her arm, and she smiled at him. Years later, he’d reconciled with a mother figure he had refused to admit he’d lost in the first place.


CHAPTER 13


Nathan stayed with Veronica in the study for a little longer, making small talk about magic and recent happenings. Eventually, after she cleaned herself up, they left through the mansion’s front door.

Nurevia had left at some point, while Lizbeth had returned. Lucretia appeared to be busy.

“We heading back?” Lily asked Veronica.

The witch bit her lip and looked at Nathan, then shook her head at the other Champion. “I wanted to see Nathan’s children. They’re holding a picnic nearby.”

Lily blinked, then grinned. “Sure. Will be a fun story to annoy Adam about.”

As they began their descent from the estate, Lily lagged behind and flagged him down. She sized him up as they stopped.

“She looks happier. Like you lifted a weight off her shoulders.” Despite her words, Lily’s gaze remained serious. “I said I’d happily grow old alongside Adam. But not everyone needs or wants that fate. Make sure you give him a good prod about his heir when you bring up Maxwell’s desire for a lovechild.”

Those two points sounded almost like non sequiturs, leaving Nathan confused. When Lily stared at Veronica’s back with a soft gaze, he got her point.

“I thought we established I don’t steal Champions,” he said.

“It’s not always stealing, and I sincerely doubt you’re interested in bedding her.” Lily cackled at his expression. “Just don’t forget the idea.”

By now, the others had noticed they’d stopped. The knights had given him and Lily a wide berth, causing Lizbeth to trot back to check on them. They resumed their walk.

The picnic, if it could be called that, took place in a meadow overlooking the farms outside town. Straub had grown somewhat thanks to Nathan’s presence. It had formerly been an industrial haven, using the river running through it to power numerous water mills while the farms sent most of their product to granaries elsewhere in the county.

Now, most of the granaries sat inside Straub. There’d been plenty of land clearance to make room for the expansion, and he’d ensured any farmers were properly recompensed when merchants bought their land. Many were poor beastkin Tharban had abused during his reign, and Nathan continued to do his best to make things right.

The kids buzzed around the meadow and trees, while steering clear of the nearby farms and houses. Knights and guards kept watch, especially as the locals trooped out to see famous Champions and an archduchess picnic barely a stone’s throw outside of town.

Fyre had turned up at some point, evidently finished with her morning duties. Fortunately, she’d become a common enough sight in Straub and elsewhere that the most she did as a prophet was bless some idols if anyone wanted it. She gave far fewer fiery speeches these days in the Empire, if not in other countries.

Both she and Eris fluttered about overhead, and his daughter’s incessant giggling echoed across the clearing. Ayla and Lyse sat together in a patch of flowers, plucking petals and leaves with Artemis. They’d weaved a flower crown for their alternative universe mother and were now working on their own.

Black hair weaved through the trees closest to the meadow, which told Nathan where Raissa and Fei were. Lin ran after Nurevia and Lily, using her wind magic to bound after them at an adult pace. Despite her earlier reluctance, Nurevia still played along.

The remaining women clustered around some picnic supplies he didn’t even know they’d brought, and sat on a blanket. Kara kept an eye on the girls while helping Leo toddle about, with Veronica beside her.

Nathan approached them and immediately got tackled by a black blur.

“Papa, you took too long!” Raissa said as she jumped on his back.

She crawled over his body until she sat on his shoulders, and he automatically supported her legs. Fei shot over a moment later, her face flushed and annoyance in her eyes.

“Raissa! Don’t run off like that,” Fei snapped. Then she blinked at Nathan. “Oh, you’re back, Nathan.”

“I was coming to Papa.” Raissa pouted as she rested her arms on his head.

“I’m amazed you can’t keep up with her,” Sunstorm teased from where she lay on the blanket.

Fei hissed at the other Champion. Ignoring her, Sunstorm chewed on a long piece of grass. A moment later, Ciana plucked it from her lips.

“Oi,” Sunstorm growled.

“I told you she would take it,” Sen said, grinning.

The spellblade had snuck into the group at some point, and Sunstorm’s head lay in her lap. Unlike the others, Sen didn’t wear her Champion’s uniform. Instead, she dressed in a comfortable set of traveler’s clothes. The sort a well-off traveling merchant might wear if she cared about mobility. They clung to her trim figure. Long, bone-white hair hung down her back in a loose ponytail. Her red eyes curved as she smiled up at Nathan.

“I didn’t know if you’d join us,” he said while bouncing Raissa side-to-side on his shoulders. “Given you ran off here after Raissa drove you nuts the other day.”

“Eh?” Raissa lost her concentration and fell from his shoulders.

Luckily, she landed on all fours. Only Anna reacted in shock, while Fei lightly pushed her daughter onto her back with one foot.

“You can break my rules about running away from me when you don’t fall off Papa’s shoulders,” Fei said, staring down at Raissa as if she were her sergeant rather than her mother.

“Yes, Mama,” Raissa muttered.

“What was that?”

“I said yes.” The young catgirl sat up, looked at the picnic, then ran off to join Lin.

Fei bared her teeth, then sighed. “Was I like this when I was young?”

“You were like this when you joined the academy,” Kara said, still busy with Leo, who laughed at his sister as she tried to tackle Nurevia. “So definitely. Sometimes I wonder if you somehow injected your energy into the rest of them through Nathan.”

“If Leo shows even half the energy of the girls, I’m asking for a trigem to babysit her,” Anna said. “Beastkin are supposed to be terrible at magic, yet Lin is flinging around magic at the level of a teenage apprentice. Imagine what little Leo might do when he’s less little.”

The group stared at the toddler, who pulled his hands away from Kara to clap as Lin and Raissa tried to pincer Nurevia. Then they all turned their eyes to Nathan.

“Let’s not imagine that,” Sen said. “Eris is a good egg, but imagining Leo turning out like Shiori or Mio terrifies me. We’d have to use one of the Messengers as a babysitter.”

“I want to say I’m surprised you leave them around the children, but I’ve talked with the Twins often enough to realize they’re just people, if odd ones,” Veronica said.

“Maybe, but they don’t care about the value of life,” Ciana corrected. “We can trust them because they serve Nathan, not because of who and what they are.”

“That’s part of who they are, I’d argue,” Veronica said. “But I get your point.”

Anna frowned. “Back to my point, I’m not sure whether Laura or Maura would be best. Shiva is surprisingly normal, despite her… obsession with tails. I expected worse from her.”

“All her weirdness got channeled into her obsessions,” Sen said. “And she can turn it off, unlike the others. Kadria’s in permanent bitch mode, even if I don’t think she realizes it. Maura and Laura enjoy fucking with people.”

“I’d pick Maura,” Sunstorm said, but she was frowning. “She’s the one who wants kids, after all. Maybe by the time it matters, she’ll finally have one of her own and come down from the clouds.”

The day descended into natter, and the baskets turned out to contain a variety of food. Nathan learned that Anna had purchased them from the market here, as fancier stores now operated in Straub thanks to the presence of well-paid knights and constant noble traffic.

At some point, he spotted Sen and Sunstorm slink off into the woods. Eris sat in his lap, munching on a sandwich packed with meat and a thick, dark sauce he was pretty sure was some sort of reduced or thickened gravy.

“Eris, stay with your mother for a moment,” he said to her.

His little girl looked up at him with a look of betrayal and her wings flapped in rebellion. Naturally, when he stood up and tried to leave, she gulped down her sandwich, grabbed another one, then chased after him. Her eyes darted around her as if ready for assassins to leap from thin air on a bright and sunny day in the middle of Nathan’s territory. Other than some giggles at her behavior, nobody did anything.

He found Sen and Sunstorm only a hundred feet or so into the forest. They leaned against trees.

“I’m not interrupting, am I?” Nathan asked.

Sen’s eyes shot to Eris, and he immediately knew why she’d retreated here.

“Eris, can you be a good girl and play with your Auntie Choe for a minute?” he asked.

This time, when Eris looked at him, her expression showed she’d obey.

“Yes, Papa.” She smiled at Sunstorm, who pushed off from the tree and winked at her.

“You know where we’re going. See if your wings can beat me there, then back here,” Sunstorm said.

Then she vanished in a puff of darkness.

Eris gasped. “That’s cheating! Auntie Choe!”

Her body glowed with golden light and the power of a prophet flooded the area. She shot past the nearby trees and vanished.

Seconds passed with only the echo of leaves rustling.

“Thanks,” Sen said. She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I don’t know how Fei, Kara, Tarako, and the others handle them all the time. Being around them all the time makes me sympathize with Ifrit. No wonder he was always so grumpy with me.”

“Was?” Nathan asked.

She scowled at him. “You and he still think the same. It’s uncanny that you can say the same thing at the same time.”

Laughing, he wandered over and swept Sen into his arms. She struggled for a moment, before letting him cradle her.

“I’m not fragile, you know.” She pouted, but cuddled up to him. Her eyes stared up at the forest canopy. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine. Everyone gets tired sometimes. Especially as we all have other work on top of the little ones and they’re more… energetic than I think they should be at their age. That’s why everyone helps out. Plus, you’ll find your stride with them when they’re more…” He groped for the right word.

“More interested in learning?” Sen gave him a lopsided smile. “They’re young as shit. Even Eris gets bored with lessons, and I can’t teach her a thing. Lin’s a natural, but that means she struggles with studying. Raissa’s the opposite. She tries almost too hard because she sees what Lin does with magic, without realizing she’s six and tires out Champions.”

“Ayla and Lyse will probably be more your speed, even if it’s hard to tell this soon,” Nathan said.

“We can all see the way they solve simple puzzles and go crazy with whatever thing interests them at the moment. Artemis gets them. Girl is the definition of obsession.” Sen grinned. “Ayla and Lyse might be hers. You didn’t secretly knock her up and have her switch places with Fei for nine months, did you?”

“Would you have been able to tell if I had?”

“It’s harder these days, except when they stand near each other and you can compare tit sizes. Fei proved that when she copied Artemis’s ribbon and dyed lock of hair last year.”

“For about five seconds,” he said drily.

Ayla and Lyse had seen Fei and Artemis, been unable to tell them apart, and flown into the biggest screaming fit they’d had in their short lives. Fei had been nearly inconsolable after calming them down, even if it had just been toddlers throwing a tantrum out of confusion.

While he was distracted, Sen wriggled free of his arms. She bounced on her heels and stretched.

“Anyway, I don’t want this to seem too serious. Choe wanted to talk, and it’s always awkward if we flirt around the kids.” She grimaced. “Plus, I don’t like talking about our potential vacation near the others. Nobody else seems to have the same idea, except the Messengers. It feels… mean to exclude the others, even if I want to go traveling with you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Alice and Anna drag us off to holiday estates when they get the chance. If Kurai was still around, I guarantee Narime and Tarako would be teleporting me there every other week. Eventually, everyone will find things that occupy them other than work, me, and the kids. You just got to that point sooner.”

“By skipping the kids.” She sighed. “But thanks. Choe says the same thing. Maybe I’m just coming to terms with the fact that I’ve done all the things I dreamed of. Finding new goals and dreams is… hard.”

This sounded deeper than earlier conversations. He wrapped his arms around Sen, and she cradled his hands. They stood in near silence. Occasionally, sounds from the nearby picnic broke through.

“And what exactly did you dream of that leaves you so satisfied?” he asked. “I know the old Sen would have been happy with being safe and protecting the world once and for all. But I doubt that’s it.”

“She was. Proving how strong we were, and that there was finally nothing to fear, finally put her to… Rest sounds too morbid. It was enough that I finally absorbed her into me once and for all, like Sunstorm did with her two selves. There’s just me now. Me and Ifrit, forever.” Her red eyes gleamed with confidence.

“Was that it, then?” he asked her.

She grimaced and avoided his eyes. “Yeah. Ages ago, I realized you’d shoot past me. Possessed don’t live long, so I needed a way to remain helpful to you. Ifrit made it clear that pushing myself and learning his greatest spells and secrets could only end in two ways. Either I ceased to be human, joining you in immortality, or I burned up in the flames I summoned. We both know how it ended.”

“With you nearly burning up during our battle with Sofia in the Spires,” he said quietly.

“Yeah.” But she grinned at him all the same. “And that was my greatest goal. I proved I could stand by your side, became worthy of the great Ifrit, and mastered spells beyond mortal ken.” Her grin turned hollow. “So it’s, uh, been downhill from there. I like the mage tower and love you more than ever. But I need something to excite me.”

Nathan knew better than to suggest a child, and also knew that she’d possibly brought this up with other Champions and gotten that exact answer.

Fortunately, he was no stranger to such a problem. He shifted back and forth, tugging Sen all the while. Darkness shimmered overhead. He saw Sunstorm crouched high above them, but she remained there.

“I dedicated myself to saving Doumahr,” he said. “Years of pure, unadulterated focus toward fighting demons, righting the mistakes that failed my world, and crushing Sofia and her former employer. I don’t need to explain it to you. You lived it. What do you think I felt at the end?”

“Relief,” Sen said.

He nodded. “And then what?”

She grimaced. “The same emptiness I’m tackling, I bet. But you have all of us, the kids, all the work⁠—”

“And you have the same thing.” He gave her a hard rap on the skull. “Keeping busy only works for so long. I’m learning that. At some point, you need to give yourself something new to strive for. There’s always something new to accomplish. Despite what Choe says, if going on a trip around the mountains with just us will help excite you, I’ll find the time. I love you, Sen. Just as much as everyone else, and I won’t ignore you. But after we come back from that trip, what will you do?”

Sen’s fingers tightened around his wrists as she stared silently into the forest. Wind howled past them, swallowing the shouts and laughter of the picnic.

He said nothing, waiting for her answer.

“Find something new, I guess.” Sen smiled wryly. “I guess if magic doesn’t excite me, and there are only so many mountains I can drag you on, maybe I need to explore something different. I should have talked to you sooner. Ifrit’s so used to passing millennia with pointless nonsense. Choe’s more his speed like that. I’ve learned more card and board games in the past few years than I imagined existed. Also that I suck at them.”

A scowl appeared on Sunstorm’s face, but she still remained up in the trees.

Until Sen stared up at her close friend and cupped her hands over her mouth. “You hear that, Choe? I’m saying you’re boring. So get down here and stop pretending you’re cool.”

Nathan let go of Sen an instant before Sunstorm teleported beside them and tackled the other woman to the ground. He pressed his fingers to his forehead.

As Eris flew back into the clearing, still glowing, but now sweating, he at least felt glad he’d helped Sen with her troubles. There were always plenty of them, despite the peace.

“Once you’re done squabbling, join us for the picnic,” he said to Sen and Sunstorm, taking Eris into his arms as she giggled and hugged him. Her horse ears and tail bounced happily. “I want both of you in Trafaumh with me tomorrow , so today’s when we relax.”

He left them behind and returned to the others. It would be a fun afternoon with his family and lovers. Tomorrow, he’d finally catch up with Reine, Narime, and others now the marathon Diet session was over.


CHAPTER 14


“But Papa, we wanna go traveling too!” a pair of young, shrieking voices wailed.

The echo of the door slamming into the wall greeted Nathan’s ears a split second later, and he barely had time to blink his eyes open before two small bundles slammed into him. He groaned, and the two women beside him stiffened.

Shiori and Mio bounced on top of him, their eyes full of fake tears. Four combined tails whirred behind them as they pouted down at him.

“What have I told you about disturbing your father?” Tarako snapped as she dashed into the room. “It’s barely past dawn!”

“But we’re up. Papa should be, too,” Shiori whined.

“Yeah, it’s bullshit Dad gets to sleep in and we don’t,” Mio said.

“Save the world and then you can sleep in,” Sunstorm groaned.

She sat up, still naked from last night. The fox twins blinked at her. Mio frowned and looked between Tarako and Sunstorm for some reason.

Sunstorm sighed. “It’s too early to deal with this. I’ll see you at the carriages.” She pressed her lips to Nathan’s cheek before one of her onyxes glowed and she vanished in a puff of darkness.

The fox twins waved their hands in front of their faces as if the darkness had a smell or irritated them. That kept them still long enough for Tarako to yank them up by the scruffs of their necks. The duo flailed about in futile resistance, but their mother used magic to hold them in place.

“We have work to do in Soreaux today. Work that won’t get done if we’re babysitting you all day,” the elder fox growled. “The last time I took you up there, the clergy became convinced you were the spawn of Messengers, sent to undo all of our good work.”

Shiori crossed her arms and tilted her head, still in her mother’s grasp. “But won’t that be a good thing soon?”

“Yeah!” Mio nodded rapidly. “When Dad fucks the Messengers and⁠—”

Thwacks echoed off their heads, causing them to squeal as Tarako used some mild telekinesis.

“Language,” she snapped. “Fuck’s sake, I…”

She sighed, then hit herself with telekinesis for good measure. Her daughters broke down in giggles.

“Go find something to keep them busy, Tarako,” Nathan finally said. “It’s not a bad thing to get up now, as I wanted an early start.” He glanced at Sen, who remained under the covers to avoid causing issues. “Ciana will be here soon, no doubt, and she’ll rustle up the carriages.”

“But we wanna go!” the twins wailed.

“Can you promise you won’t run off, break anything, go somewhere you’re not allowed to, incessantly annoy anyone, or commit blasphemy?” he asked them.

Without hesitating, they both chirped, “Yes!”

Both Sen’s and Tarako’s eyes narrowed.

“And if I attach a huge punishment to breaking that promise, such as…” Nathan paused for effect, while his daughters grinned. “…daily training with Shiva and cleaning a different part of the palace every night for a month?”

The twins’ jaws dropped. “That’s… that’s illegal!”

They sounded adorable in their indignation.

“I am the emperor…” He frowned. “Consort,” he quickly added.

“Convincing,” Sen muttered.

“But Dad—” Mio whined.

“But nothing.” He stared the two down, and they gulped. “You can travel with me on important trips when you can be responsible. That’s why Eris gets to come along. She’s a good girl.”

“A good pet,” Shiori mumbled, and winced when Tarako glared at her.

Nathan sighed as Tarako carried the two out. He loved his children, but he suspected Mio and Shiori would be the last kids almost any parent had. Even Tarako wanted to wait a few decades before having any more. They also spelled trouble with potential rivalries between his daughters as they grew up, given the gulf between their personalities and Eris’s.

As he anticipated, Ciana trooped in less than a minute later. Her uniform looked messier than usual—a clear sign she’d dressed hurriedly after finding out about the fox twins causing trouble.

“They’ve left already?” Ciana checked under the bed, as if expecting a fox to shoot out from underneath it.

Which, incidentally, had happened once before. Shiori knew simple illusion magic and had managed to trick her handler long enough to hide under his bed.

“Nathan threatened them with a month of training with Shiva if they came with us to Soreaux and misbehaved,” Sen said, leaning against the bathroom door, still naked.

Ciana shuddered. “That’s cruel, even for you, Nathan.”

“I got my point across,” he said. “Eris would have been fine.”

“Maybe.” The unicorn knight began picking out their clothes, then paused when flames licked her neck. “Yes, Sen?”

“Want to join us?” The white-haired spellblade leered at Ciana. “Usually Choe helps me clean Nathan up in the shower, but she bailed when the twins showed up. So there’s room for one more.”

Ciana paused, then shrugged with a smile. “Sure. It’s going to be a slow and stuffy day. The Citadel is too prudish.”

“I’ve told you before that it’s normal not to allow sex outside bedrooms,” Nathan said as the two women dragged him into the bathroom.

Once cleaned up and ready, the group met outside the palace. A convoy of carriages in black and gold, all bearing the emblem of the Imperial family, awaited them alongside a sizeable escort of Royal Knights. With four Champions accompanying him, the knights didn’t bring any others with them. The Royal Knights could easily overcome monogem Champions if necessary, and his Champions were more than a match for any other threat.

Tarako and Sunstorm waited inside one carriage, easily noticeable thanks to the voluminous bronze tails poking out the doors.

“Are we all squeezing in with her fat tails?” Sen asked, making a face.

“It won’t be a long trip,” Nathan said. “Maybe an hour or two. But you can ride with the knights if you prefer. As always, the carriages are mostly symbolic.”

“And to make it harder for someone to know which one you’re in,” Ciana said, eyes flashing. “Trafaumh isn’t as stable as I’d like.”

“As we’d like,” he stressed. “The clergy were always going to dislike the changes we made, although I didn’t anticipate such deep-seated opposition. I guess this is why Baudelaire balked when Gorthal tried to get her help to stop slavery. Trafaumh withstood a mass cascade event that would have crushed anyone else. Would it have been able to manage it if she’d expended all her efforts suppressing rebellion?”

He grimaced, but Sen slapped him on the back.

“Do the navel-gazing when you meet with Reine,” she said. “I’ll keep the knights company. Choe can join me if she wants.”

She strode away and struck up a conversation with the officers, leaving him to scratch the back of his neck. Ciana giggled.

“She’s right. You’ll have plenty of time to dwell on the past later,” Ciana said.

She took him by the arm and they began walking to their carriage. Sunstorm’s head poked out, saw Sen with the officers, and she frowned.

“It’s a short trip,” Nathan said as he climbed inside the cabin. “Go where you want.”

Sunstorm remained next to him as Ciana closed the door, and Tarako took up the other bank of seats.

“We’re making a show of our visit?” Sunstorm asked. “Can’t imagine why else we have so many carriages.”

Nathan nodded. “Regardless of the backdoor deals and politics, Trafaumh and the Empire are independent nations. It’s better if major visits are public. We’ll wind through Aleich, then teleport to Soreaux once past the city limits.”

“Then we have the boring trek to the citadel. We’ve done it often enough.” Sunstorm sighed. “I guess this is why we needed the early start. Can we at least teleport back and let the carriages go home empty?”

“If we’re there long enough,” he hedged. “I might stay the night, as I suspect Reine and Narime will avoid Aleich until the Diet session finishes.”

For different reasons, naturally. Reine made herself scarce as her dual position of Imperial Spymaster and Grand Inquisitor raised too many questions, while Narime simply hated paperwork. The fox spent a lot of time up in Trafaumh these days.

The convoy attracted little attention as it wound through Aleich’s maze-like streets. With the Diet in session, the sight of a fancy convoy of carriages was commonplace. Even those who recognized the difference between ordinary nobility and the royal carriages weren’t that interested. Nathan and Alice made trips like this often enough that they had ceased to be exciting.

In Soreaux, matters were a touch different. His “official” visits occurred months apart, and without warning. People turned out onto the cramped streets as they wormed their way across the beautiful canals. Their ultimate destination was the towering citadel atop the cliff overlooking much of the city.

Soldiers wearing the black-and-red uniforms of the Inquisitorial Corps rode out to escort them shortly after they entered the city limits, and they assisted with traffic. Trafaumh’s business stopped for no man, not even Nathan, and getting across some of the canals took long enough that he regretted not teleporting.

The damage from the riots, civil war, and assault by Sofia’s acolytes from six years ago had long since healed. A fancy new parliament building sat atop the ruins of the church that had been the site of the beastkin massacre conducted by Falmir that had set off Baudelaire’s fall, and many merchants-turned-parliamentarians had expanded their presence in Soreaux now they possessed greater sway over decision making.

Contrary to a lot of initial negativity, the end of beastkin slavery hadn’t destroyed the city, despite its reliance on it. The merchants and nobles had plenty of money to pay everyone, and the economy boomed, even as many beastkin still left Trafaumh or at least the cities they’d been bound to.

“Do you think we’ll get much time to visit the waterfront?” Ciana asked as they passed the wealthy canal district lined with shops, restaurants, and stalls catering to the bourgeoisie of the city. “There are a lot of beastkin vendors there, and I know the Royal Knights enjoy visiting.”

“I might not find the time, but there won’t be anywhere near enough to do that the Royal Knights can’t troop down and try to steal away their favorite chefs and vendors,” he said drily.

Ciana blushed.

“Yes, I know what they do whenever they visit. Rosewald’s complained to me several times about the ‘odd’ relationship between my visits and the best beastkin stalls in Soreaux shutting down.”

“I mean, it’s not our fault they’re more welcome in Aleich,” Ciana muttered.

Tarako cackled. “Even after they finally caved and officially ended slavery, bitter misers are still learning the economic lessons that conniving bastard taught everyone. Torneus would have been a terrifying force in Kurai. I can see how he became such a threat in your world.”

“Well, he’s our threat now,” Nathan said.

“He’s going to teach the little ones dangerous ideas,” Sen said.

“I know. His eyes twinkle whenever he gets the chance to lecture one of them. Eris isn’t that interested, but Raissa and Lin find him fascinating.”

“I keep Shiori and Mio away from him.” Tarako scowled. “They’ll be sharper than me one day, but it can wait a few years. I don’t need that old fart training them to run circles around me just yet.”

“They already do,” Sen said.

She got slapped by tails for her attitude.

Tarako’s comment about Torneus’s lessons still affecting Trafaumh was true, however. The war against Sofia had forced the Inquisition to conscript beastkin slaves en masse, and they’d done so by buying out their contracts and hiring them for two years. Even after the war, Nathan had worked with nobles in the Empire to buy up slaves and free them in the Empire, which had provided welcome labor in demon-ravaged areas.

Two years after the war against Sofia ended, those massive contracts with the beastkin soldiers ended, and Trafaumh’s nobility and merchants expected great things. What they instead got was the threat of mass emigration and a bunch of beastkin entrepreneurs.

Beastkin farmers remained controversial, as almost every scrap of land belonged to the nobility. Every noble needed land, and if the many knights of Trafaumh only owned land large enough for their coffins, letting beastkin work the fields like free men riled up the peasantry.

But the merchants couldn’t afford to lose such a massive part of their labor force, particularly as they’d take all the money they’d been paid for the past two years with them. After extensive debate, Trafaumh’s new parliament had finally ended beastkin slavery, amid other improvements. It was a slow, arduous process.

One that produced the same enemies that the move had in the Empire. With the key difference being that Nathan didn’t sit back and let them build up their forces for forty years. Many of the beastkin whose contracts ended with the Inquisition still worked for him or Trafaumh’s military, thanks to the instability created by lifting slavery.

Even with that added instability, Nathan would do it all again. If progress was halted every time someone with power or money got upset they’d lose some of it, humanity would still be banging rocks together in caves. Society adapted, and countless lives were improved.

Parade soldiers greeted them as they rolled into the massive courtyard of the citadel, where the vast structures that housed the Order’s leadership stood. The grand cathedral and keep would be impressive by themselves, but the colossal Hall of Order looked like the stone ribcage of some ancient beast. It comprised a large dome surrounded by flying buttresses, and a massive sandstone statue of Fyre stood in front of its entrance.

Unlike the soldiers of the Inquisition, the soldiers here wore black-and-white uniforms. The change was relatively recent and slow-going, as Trafaumh’s military began decoupling from the Inquisition. Trafaumh’s Bastions, including the one that Nathan had handed Soreaux’s binding stone over to, served the Regal Council as a whole. The Inquisition still retained emergency powers, simply because nobody was willing to strip them away with the memories of the recent destruction so fresh.

Unfortunately, the scars of the beastkin ran deep, and they trusted the Inquisition more than the nobility and clergy. Nathan’s plan to slowly hand back control of the all-powerful and secretive institution failed for a reason he didn’t expect.

The very fact he remained in control of it by stealth, even if it was a terribly kept secret. The beastkin trusted him and Reine, despite the horrid crimes the Inquisition had committed under Baudelaire and her predecessors.

Once they stopped, he stepped out of the carriage and addressed a Royal Knight captain.

“Select a few soldiers to accompany me inside for the show,” he said, shielding his eyes from the morning sun as it shined off the buildings and stonework. “Once we’ve finished with formalities, you and the remaining knights can take a break.”

“Are you staying the night, Your Majesty?” the captain asked, her ears perked upward.

Ciana rolled her eyes at Nathan’s annoyed expression, but the captain ignored him.

“Don’t call me that in foreign territory,” he reminded her, and she blinked, then flushed. “But most likely.”

“Then we’ll organize shifts and speak with the guards about your rooms,” the captain said. Her fist clattered on her breastplate. “This may be an everyday trip for you, My Lord, but it is vitally important that we ensure Trafaumh understands how important you are.”

He nearly made a snarky comment about the fact they had barely found the time to forget how important he was, but let the matter lie. Discouraging his knights from doing their jobs properly was a bad idea.

A small delegation awaited them in front of the statue of Fyre, and the parade soldiers lined up along a long white-and-gold carpet that stretched out nearly to the carriages. Nathan, his Champions, and the handful of knights accompanying him walked along it.

A black-clad Inquisitor and two priests waited for him. One priest wore the extravagant gold vestments of an archbishop, while the other appeared to be of a slightly lesser position with merely partially golden clothing.

While the archbishop flew into a prepared speech Nathan had heard a few times before, including scripture, the Inquisitor bowed subtly. The glint of a pair of sapphires shined within her robes. If someone looked closely, they’d notice the olive complexion of the Kurai Peninsula.

There was good reason he felt in control of the Inquisition. This inquisitor had served him for years, joining him during the civil war that gripped the Empire.

Once the archbishop finished, the other priest stepped forward and inclined his head.

“The Regal Council will greet you inside the Hall of Order, Lord Bastion Nathan,” he said. “Although it is not possible for them to gather on such short notice due to⁠—”

Nathan raised his hand. “It’s fine. I spoke with the Grand Inquisitor, and if she didn’t see fit to alert the entire council, then it means the matters she needs to discuss with me aren’t important enough. I’ll find the time this afternoon to speak with anyone.”

“Only this afternoon…” The priest bit his lip the moment he realized his impertinence.

The inquisitor shot him a look, but Nathan simply shrugged.

“Perhaps tomorrow. I don’t have a hard schedule,” he said.

“I shall relay that to the Regal Council,” the priest said.

Nathan followed the trio into the Hall of Order, walking beneath Fyre’s statue in the process. Ciana looked up, then frowned. Her emotions felt uncertain.

When he looked at her, she leaned over and whispered, “I thought you didn’t give the statue panties.”

He scowled. So Fyre had changed the statue at some point without him noticing. With a small nudge of his power, unnoticed by anyone except perhaps the resident Bastion, he reached out and modified the statue, restoring the spats beneath Fyre’s skirt.

After all, they were his panties to look at, not the world’s.

More priests and nobles greeted them inside, as well as an officer from the Bastion’s fortress. Nathan supposed that meant the Bastion wasn’t present, or was extremely busy.

He recognized most people here, although only one or two truly stood out. Notably, the only Regal Council members were Rosewald and the inquisitor from outside.

Rosewald was an unassuming woman in her early 50s, who dressed well but conservatively even by Trafaumh’s standards. Her stern face and sharp mind had kept her many enemies at bay, enabling her to rise to prominence even as Trafaumh’s parliament asserted itself.

Once the formal greetings were completed and apologies given for those not able to meet Nathan, particularly the Bishop Errante, who was apparently traveling across Amica, he was finally able to move freely. The process took a mere forty minutes. Practically the blink of an eye by the Order’s standards.

Rosewald approached him the moment the official event ended, and he gestured to the inquisitor to follow them. Nathan turned and began walking down one of the corridors that led deep into the hall, well beyond where most could access. Inquisition soldiers let them through without issue, although one frowned at Rosewald. She’d need an escort to go back out afterward.

“I’d congratulate you on your new peerage, but I’m not sure how much it matters anymore,” Nathan said to Rosewald once they stepped out of the main hall. “I wasn’t even aware the Regal Council handed out new duchies.”

“They usually don’t,” Rosewald said. “But when we redistributed the land of the traitor nobles to the west, we didn’t restore the titles like-for-like. We’ve been short dukes and the only princes were finally wiped out, too. To be honest, my territory isn’t fit for a duchy⁠—”

“Bullshit. It’s massive, especially now you’ve absorbed ecclesiastical territory,” he said. “You could appoint three counts and their territory would match anyone else’s in the nation.”

“As I’ve learned.” She smiled. “But I don’t appoint them. You’re usually on top of the political differences, Nathan. I feel you’re slipping.”

He rolled his eyes, while his Champions snickered.

“Okay, you recommend the names to the Regal Council…” He paused. “Wait, no, it goes to parliament now, because of… Goddess, you made it complicated.”

“You rubber-stamped it.” She winked at him. “The extra layers of bureaucracy work better than you think. Previously, the Regal Council could be strangled by a few insubordinate nobles. That’s what made your life difficult when you tried to get Fyre confirmed as the prophet. I was the only noble not aligned with the traitors. Now, all nobles and merchants of sufficient standing get a say. It lets us make real changes while blocking a lot more of the church’s bullshit.”

“The cause of our current problems,” the inquisitor said, finally joining the conversation.

She inclined her head to both Rosewald and Nathan. Two badges on her lapel marked her as special. One was that of the Inquisition Arcana, the secretive research arm of the Inquisition and a good fit for a sorceress like herself. The other was an old emblem of Amica, as she represented the newly established Amican branch of the Order of Trafaumh.

Nathan had his claws in the Imperial branch that operated in the central Empire, too. Given the Inquisition’s operations, leaving them to their own devices was foolish.

“I’ll leave the discussions about the rebellious elements of the church to the two of you,” Rosewald said. “I do want to make it clear that things are improving, day-by-day, month-by-month. My worry is that when all you come up here to deal with are the fires, you’ll only see arsonists and the damage they do, instead of the mass of improvements being made. My invitation to visit parliament is still open.”

Nathan frowned, then sighed. “Don’t take this the wrong way, as I know why you want me to see parliament, but the sight of the wealthy arguing for hours on end doesn’t bring me to tears.” He held up his hand. “Even if it is a drastic improvement over the past. I deal with the Diet more often than I care to, and understand why it’s so important. But…” He hesitated. “I’ll try to make some more time to visit the city, instead of being cooped up in here.”

“Thank you,” Rosewald said. “You’ve made a bigger difference to Trafaumh than I think you can ever understand, and I suspect you care a lot more about seeing it improve than a man with your background should.”

She bowed, then left. A pair of guards escorted her out.

Once certain she was out of earshot and no other soldiers were too close, Nathan sighed.

“She’s an invaluable ally, and your secrets are poorly kept, my lord,” the inquisitor said with a smile.

“By Inquisition standards, or…?” he asked.

“By any standard. Do you think any of the knights around us are in the dark about the fact you’re from an alternate timeline where the world basically ended?”

The Royal Knights all looked the other way, and the captain grimaced.

“Can I pick ‘em, or can I pick ‘em?” Sen asked, eyes glittering.

“I picked her, technically,” Sunstorm said.

The inquisitor looked at Sunstorm with a complicated expression. “I’m not sure murdering my old Bastion counts.”

“Sure it does. Would you be Nathan’s loyal pet if I hadn’t?” Sunstorm smirked. “He killed my Bastion, too. I have his head under my bedroom.”

“I know. You showed it to me.” The inquisitor shook her head. “I do worry that the truth will cause problems, my lord. Regardless of your status as chosen by Fyre and Omria, not everyone will see it that way. We trust you. You took us through hell, beat back monsters I scarcely imagined when I apprenticed as a mage, and secured peace not seen for a thousand years or more.”

“Longer,” Tarako corrected. “The old bitch vanished precisely because of the increasing intensity of the invasions, and the instability in the Empire they’d been creating was what led to Trafaumh and Falmir seceding. There’s never been a period of stability like this so soon after a prophet emerges in the tens of thousands of years I’ve lived.”

“We earned that stability,” Nathan said, finally intervening. “But we need to maintain it. I’m surprised Reine didn’t greet me when I arrived. Is she busy?”

The inquisitor hesitated, then shook her head. “She’s in the cemetery.”

He frowned. Reine’s scrying ability meant she knew exactly when he’d arrive. For her to remain in the cemetery meant she wanted to speak with him there.

“Reine can wait then, Luna,” he said. “I doubt she wants to go over more mundane matters, and I haven’t spoken with you about the Inquisition for months. An update would be nice.”


CHAPTER 15


The group stepped inside a room guarded by two towering automatons covered in blood-red wings. Neither reacted to them as the inquisitor, Luna, cast a spell and opened the steel door. The Royal Knights remained outside.

The room was relatively unassuming, if luxuriously decorated. Red sofas sat around a black marble coffee table. A water fountain trickled to one side, while towering bookcases full of tomes and scripture covered the walls.

An altar of three winged women reaching up to a stained-glass skylight dominated the far end. Nathan frowned as he realized the trio represented Fyre, Lucretia, and Eris, rather than the traditional depiction of Omria.

“That’s new,” he said.

“The ongoing schism within the Order is causing changes. Some small, some large,” Luna said. “Your little cult is steering clear, thankfully, but as knowledge of Sofia is slowly spreading, we’re using that to reshape worship of Omria. We want to move away from her image to something modern.”

“A fact that’s of growing importance as Eris’s existence becomes common knowledge,” a female voice said from thin air.

Nathan frowned. He recognized the voice all too well, but hadn’t detected her presence when he entered. Reaching out with spatial magic, he detected her with some effort.

“Testing new illusions, Narime?” he asked.

A seven-tailed fox blinked into existence atop one of the sofas, along with a jug of water and the glass in her hand. Her tails were a luxurious silver, and she wore an elegant white robe with slits that allowed Nathan to enjoy the sight of her lovely, pale thighs.

“You’re not the only person I need to deceive with my magic, Nathan,” Narime said with a sniff. “It’s good you didn’t sense me, however. Although I still can’t sneak past your defenses.”

“Good. Because that would mean Messengers could. Kadria’s still my benchmark there.”

“Maybe I should ask for lessons. I understand she’s back in the palace.” Her eyes glimmered with mischief.

“I’m sure Seraph will welcome your return.”

The fox scowled and took a deep gulp of water.

“I hate being the slow one, but Sen’s not asking questions,” Sunstorm said as she strode over to a column by the sofas and leaned against it. “Why does everyone know all the shit that went down all of a sudden? You told a few of the most powerful people in the world, sure, but even they got a simplified version. Hell, I’m pretty sure you said Fyre would be the last prophet.”

“Yeah, and now she’s not,” Nathan said drily, staring pointedly at the statue depicting three winged prophets.

The group fell silent as they considered the problem.

“The Inquisition’s angle is simple, at least,” Luna said. “In the centuries following Omria’s ascension in the Empire, the sorcerers of the Inquisition Arcana”—she tapped her lapel to remind everyone she was a member of that secret group—“dug up the ruins of old Soreaux, which lay beneath us. They discovered… dangerous things.” She closed her eyes.

“Sofia’s experiments with the prophet system,” Nathan said, before anyone got too confused. “Part of Luna’s task in the Arcana is to uncover everything that Baudelaire and her allies hid before we took over.”

“A lot,” Narime said with a grimace. “They didn’t understand the system as well as the faeries, but Baudelaire found out about the connection between ascended magic, Messengers, and Omria. She thought prophets could be created artificially for that reason.”

“Because that’s what Omria’s original experiments were about,” Luna added. “We’ve discovered traces of a magical pool similar to the one beneath Fertheim. Our guess is that once Sofia learned what the faeries were doing, and that knowledge of the prophet system harmed her goals, she attempted to wipe all evidence from Trafaumh and moved to Falmir. That way humanity wouldn’t repeat the same actions the faeries did.”

“Then she ascended,” Tarako finished with a scowl. “Who knows why she didn’t just try wiping out the faeries. Maybe humanity didn’t have the power at the time?”

“Right. Fascinating. How’s that a problem now?” Sunstorm asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Because there are a lot of people who already know that the past millennia of Omria’s teachings are a sham,” Nathan said. “And most of those people don’t like us because we’re removing them from power.”

“Ah.”

“Almost nobody knows Sofia’s true nature, and even those that do won’t reckon with the fact she was always Omria, instead of just a single succubus who corrupted Charlotte,” Luna explained. “Nathan’s cult does, but they’re highly restrictive with the information and still treat Omria and the prophets with great respect. But everyone knows there are more prophets than just Fyre, ascended magic is being used by ordinary sorcerers, and tamed Messengers serve the Empire. Our religion and teachings need to reflect reality. Failure to do so will leave us as a relic that will be rightfully cast aside, just like the bloodstained relics Sofia created.”

“But lots of dipshits like the old ways,” Sen said. “Mostly because it benefitted them. How bad is the schism?”

“It’s not splitting the Order, but that’s because Nathan and Reine are suppressing the militant offshoot,” Narime said.

“No, we’re prosecuting them for breaking the law,” Nathan said. “The church controlled a lot of land, but that was on behalf of Omria. As far as we’re concerned, Fyre is Omria, and she’s approved the redistribution of church-owned lands to the people. Any priest who disagrees is committing treason.”

“And they happen to make up one faction of the schism,” Luna said. “Namely, those that want the Order of Trafaumh to remain as it was. Their arguments aren’t very sound, but they weren’t very faithful to begin with. To them, faith in Omria was a shield for their greed. There are two other factions growing in the Order, however. One supports us, but for reasons we’d rather they not. The other wants to completely separate the Order’s faith in Omria from being controlled by her and devolve authority over the churches.”

Sen, Tarako, and Sunstorm all blinked in confusion at the last line. Admittedly, Nathan had needed it explained to him when he’d first heard about it.

“Part of the clergy wants to become independent and self-governing, kind of like nobles,” he said. “It’s not a bad idea, as the bishops could become closer to the people they represent if they’re not focused on being part of a massive, sprawling organization. The flip-side is that less centralized control means corrupt churches and priests are harder to deal with, and they would still hold immense influence over nobles and peasants.”

“What about the faction we don’t like?” Tarako asked, smirking. “I have a hunch about them, given the Inquisitorial Corps are still full of beastkin.”

He grimaced, and both Narima and Luna sighed.

“The Inquisition’s ranks have swelled with beastkin, particularly as a lot of the regular military shifted to the Bastions,” Nathan said. “Usually soldiers can’t become inquisitors, but Reine made an exemption for beastkin due to how most escaped slavery.”

“To be blunt, there’s a large faction of the Order, particularly inside the Inquisition, that are diehard supporters of Nathan,” Narime said. “He’s the one making sweeping changes to improve the country. They’re not going as far as the Cult of Nathan and elevating him to godhood, but they oppose the Inquisition relinquishing further power.”

“Arguably, they’re the new status quo faction,” Luna said. “We want to continue the slow path of disarming the Inquisition and integrate the Order’s faith with the changes that will spread across the Empire as Eris grows up and the Free Territories become more than an argumentative mass. The beastkin in the Inquisition are…” She trailed off.

“They’re becoming the new boss, same as the old boss,” Sunstorm said, eyes narrow. “Sounds like something to nip in the bud.”

“It’s an issue I’m on top of,” Nathan grunted. “I spent ages with Fyre trying to break the cycle of violence, so she didn’t tear everything down. Maybe this statue isn’t a bad idea, if it represents a clean break with everything Sofia stuffed in people’s heads. Spite and vengeance are strong motivators, but if we don’t rise above it, then what was all the sacrifice for?”

Unfortunately, he had a feeling this might be what Reine wanted to discuss. While he’d brought it up, it was clearly eating at Narime if she engaged with it so enthusiastically. Or at the very least, it remained on her mind.

Given the mystic fox’s closeness with Reine, the two might have discussed the topic.

He shook his head clear of the complicated thoughts. “Let’s go back to the update on the Inquisition. The schism is a complicated mess that will take years or even decades to sort itself out, but the Inquisition isn’t.”

Luna nodded. “I feel we’ve uncovered everything we can with the magic available to us. Perhaps you or one of your tamed Messengers might find more, given the likelihood Inquisitor Baudelaire used relics to hide them. Her diaries showed no awareness of your powers or actions, despite the words you and Grand Inquisitor Reine have relayed to me, but…”

“Kadria once said she found out about the prophet system here, although it was across multiple timelines,” Nathan said. “She’s back in the palace, and might be willing to help.”

“Not my first choice, but I’ll accept her aid if you deem her trustworthy.” Luna bowed.

Tarako snorted. “Her bark is worse than her bite. She’ll snipe at you, but her desire for Nathan’s cock has kept her coming back like a beggar for years. Don’t worry about her.”

Luna’s lips quirked upward, and Narime chuckled while topping up her water. By now, Sen and Ciana had taken seats and poured their own glasses. The unicorn knight held the jug up to Nathan, but he waved her off.

“The Inquisition appears stable from my perspective,” Narime said, shooting Luna a look. The other Champion nodded, and Narime continued, “There are limits to how deeply you can cut its ranks before you’re destroying the institution. So long as you still want it around, it’s a mistake to go any further. There needs to be some semblance of authority and an organization that both keeps the church in check and specializes in fighting Messengers is invaluable. It invites only anarchy to think otherwise, and that’s approach only for true fools.”

“We’ve been careful over the past several years to only remove inquisitors and soldiers we can’t trust,” Nathan said. “Most of those connected to the atrocities of the past left with Baudelaire, but finding those whose sympathies run against ours is difficult work. Are many of those we’ve expelled or excommunicated acted against us?”

“A few rare cases, and mostly among those we expelled for… actions unbecoming of their station,” Luna said, her expression tightening at the euphemism for the cruelty some inquisitors enjoyed inflicting on others. “Reine’s scrying ability is well known among the inquisitors, so they’d be fools to side with any rebels. Some have even formed a shadow organization to act against corrupt priests and nobles. We’re keeping an eye on them, but no more.”

Nathan frowned, but stopped himself from saying anything.

Sunstorm understood his hesitance immediately. “They’d be good allies if shit hit the fan. On the other hand, they could also be an easy target for a Messenger. Maybe get the Twins to…” She held her fingers up to her head and pressed her thumb down in a strange gesture the Twins often made when talking about mental magic.

“Not unless they become serious enough to justify it,” Nathan said. “I justified using mental magic the way I did because we faced the literal apocalypse. For now, monitoring them for manipulation by mental magic is a good idea. It won’t be the sole domain of Messengers for long, I fear.”

Luna grimaced. “Understood. That is a current research topic of the Arcana. While Gareth is busy with many other research projects, we need a readily available countermeasure to mental magic now that relics are unavailable.”

Despite how much else he had on his plate, Nathan jabbed a thumb against his chest. “I’ll find the time to help.”

Maybe he really was a workaholic.

Abruptly, Reine’s voice echoed in his mind, Do you wish for me to join you, Lord Nathan?

She spoke with him over their mental link less often these days. Both she and Fyre had the capability, and the succubi could do it as well, but he valued his private thoughts. With Doumahr relatively safe, the need to reach into his mind to converse occurred far less often.

Most of the time, it happened because Reine got lonely at night or Fyre wanted to find one of the children.

It’s fine. I’ll join you outside, he replied over the mental link.

Then he looked at the others near him and spoke aloud, “I need to talk with Reine. Thank you for the update, Luna. Tarako, can you check up on the portal for me? I want to visit it myself later, but let me know if anything is awry.”

Tarako’s tails bowed behind her and she inclined her head.

Ciana followed him as he left the room, while Luna and Narime continued the discussion. Sen’s voice joined in, while Sunstorm remained quiet.

Getting to the cemetery took more time than he preferred. The inner sanctum of the Hall of Order didn’t allow for shortcuts outside for security reasons, but Nathan eventually wound his way to the rear of the citadel.

A grand cemetery stretched out behind the cathedral. The Order only buried Bastions, Champions, and senior members of the inquisition here—or at least gave them a marker. Despite that, countless gravestones dotted the pristine clearing.

Flowers sat beneath more than a few. The casualties from the cascade and civil war had been great, eliminating most of Trafaumh’s veterans, and they lived on in their comrades memories. No doubt the Bastion commanding the citadel knew or had trained under some of them.

Numerous guards stood all around the cemetery in the black-and-red garb of the Inquisitorial Corps. As did a female Champion in curious attire. Most of the soldiers were beastkin and saluted as Nathan passed them.

Ester wore the uniform of a Royal Champion of the Empire, but with a red-and-black tabard over her front and back. No doubt she confused anyone who first saw her. She served Nathan as a trigem Champion, with two diamonds and a ruby, and acted as Reine’s bodyguard. While she smiled at Nathan and waved upon spotting him, she didn’t approach. Her brown pigtails bounced from the motion.

Standing in the center of the guards was the woman he’d come to see. A short, black-haired wolfgirl in a black and gold robe stood in front of an unremarkable grave marker. Her fancy robe did a great job hiding her abundant breasts and swelling belly.

Nathan slipped behind her and his arms slid around her. One hand rubbed that belly, and Reine sighed happily.

“Thank you for joining me out here, even if it’s somber,” Reine said.

Her eyes stared at nothing. This was because her irises had been replaced with golden wings long ago by Baudelaire’s experiments to produce a prophet, granting Reine divine eyes of scrying. Three alexandrites glittered in her skin through carefully sewn holes in her robe.

Nathan merely held her close while staring at the gravestone.

It was Baudelaire’s.

Even years later, with the truth of the old crone’s actions practically public knowledge, her grave marker still bore the false dates of her death. She’d had the Inquisition fake her death decades ago and even hidden her ascension to Grand Inquisitor, simply to limit the ability of her opponents to public oppose her.

“You don’t need to wait for me to make official visits if you’re troubled, Reine,” he said. “And I know you’re troubled if you’re out here.”

“Sorry.” Reine’s wolf ears flattened against her head. “Discussing your visit with Luna and Duchesse de Rosewald made me introspective. I am certain that I will take any action you require me to do, because you are my master and my light. But when I hear the things we do, I…” Her eyes wavered and she looked up at him. “I never understood why Baudelaire appointed me as Grand Inquisitor, after what she did to me and my people. Now… I worry that I’ve simply been some posthumous step in her plan, and that I’ve failed you somehow.”


CHAPTER 16


Nathan’s arms immediately tightened around Reine, and she gasped. Her fluffy tail rubbed against the back of his legs, thwapping noisily in excitement despite her audible despair.

He stealthily cast several wards around them to stop eavesdropping of any sort. The conversation they were going to have needed more protection than the sort he typically walked around with.

“You should have let me know right away,” he whispered in her ear, which twitched as he spoke. “Oh, Reine.”

His hands rubbed her arms and she pouted.

“I’m being serious,” she said. “Not merely seeking comfort.”

“I know.” He pulled back a little bit, but not too much.

She whined when he did so, showing the usual gap between her words and actions. The wolfgirl’s instincts desired closeness and the presence of her lover, even if she wanted him to take her as seriously as possible.

“I can guess why you’re worrying so much, but tell me in your own words,” Nathan said.

Reine bit her lip and nodded. Her eyes turned away and looked over the graves again. “Each day and week, the missions and tasks I require of the Inquisition or your Champions require brutalizing those who disagree with us. Priests and the occasional noble rail against the changes we’re making, and we remove them. Sometimes they’re truly corrupt. Other times they’re fomenting open rebellion. Other times, it feels like an otherwise honest person turns to rebellion and I look over their history with questions about how they lost their way so drastically.”

“Don’t get angry, but I know you’ve done this before. Many times. A country can’t exist without enforcing its laws and authority, unless it wants to exist in a brief state of anarchy before someone conquers it.”

A breathy laugh escaped her. “Of course this is familiar to me. Not all of Gorthal’s enemies were as politically protected or wise as the archdukes and the Nationalists. Rarely, even a Bastion lost their way. But…”

“You hoped for better after everything,” he said.

She nodded.

They stood in silence for a short while. Wind blew across the cemetery, whistling across the neatly cut grass between the grave markers.

Reine’s voice was tiny when she spoke next. “The Inquisition that put me in that tiny cell, that took my eyes, that tortured and butchered my friends and kin in experiments… It’s the same as the one I still lead. The same tools it used to craft me became the weapons I use to support you from the shadows and crush your enemies. When we confronted Baudelaire, she knew we would stop short of killing her. I envy Fyre for her ability to be… such a hypocrite and take what she wants, even if it’s counterproductive.”

Nathan held back a dark chuckle. It was such a darkly accurate description of Fyre, and one only Reine would use for the selfish, flighty prophet.

But he had more important things to do than laugh at Reine’s description.

His hand rubbed Reine’s head, scratching behind her ear. She scowled at him, even as her ears twitched happily.

“Do we have cells full of naked, suffering prisoners anywhere in Trafaumh, begging for freedom?” he asked.

“No… But we have plenty of prisoners—” she began to say.

“Are they any different to the prisoners in any other nation?”

She frowned. “Not especially.”

“Are we killing hundreds, or even thousands, of innocents in experiments in a vain attempt to produce a superweapon?”

“Was it truly vain?” Reine’s hands rose to her eyes.

“I love you, Reine. I’d sacrifice your scrying power in an instant if it undid the suffering you went through. The same goes for Mae and others used by Baudelaire.” He held her against his body and she eeped. “You’re half-right about why I couldn’t kill Baudelaire. I hated what she did. The atrocities she committed, and how pointless they were. In my world, so many horrific things were enabled in the name of protecting Doumahr. Bastions raped—physically and mentally—countless Champions to ensure they had a plentiful supply of defenders. Slaves were thrown into the meat grinder in the thousands if it saved a single ‘free’ life. The Inquisition murdered anyone who so much as muttered minor disagreement. It all amounted to nothing.”

Reine bit her lip, but remained silent. The bitterness in his voice remained strong, despite all the years between him and the wasteland he’d left behind in his old world. Some scars never healed.

He could easily see the citadel reduced to a ruin, Thanatos’ portal glowing above it, instead of the gleaming wonder if it was right now.

“Baudelaire fought for the same reasons I did, and I always wondered if I could stoop to what she did,” he said. “Sometimes, I crossed that line, but I like to imagine I managed to pull myself back over it whenever I did. We used mental magic sparingly. Sen and Sunstorm are happy as they are, even if I know I was too weak and gave up too soon on them.”

“You’re not weak,” Reine protested.

He ignored her. “There are two reasons you’re not Baudelaire’s unwitting pawn. The first is that you’re aware of her schemes and are willing to question yourself. Those who refuse to even consider if they’re evil tend to succumb to it.”

Reine giggled for some reason. “Where does that put Fyre?”

After lightly bonking the wolfgirl on the head, he sighed. “I know you’re joking, but even she had her doubts. You never saw her after Leopold died. Fyre’s fire wavered, and it created the cracks that let me pull her back from the brutality she wished to inflict on her tormentors. I won’t deny someone the base desire for vengeance, especially when I can’t imagine their horrible treatment, but I am glad Fyre had the courage and strength to step back from the brink.”

“Do you think I could?” Reine asked. Even though her eyes stared into the distance, he knew she looked right at him with her scrying.

“Yes. You already did, when you wanted to kill Baudelaire.” He leaned his head atop hers, and her ears flicked against him. “If you couldn’t take vengeance against a woman who committed such evil against you, why would I think you’d slide into the abyss without a thought?”

“If… If something happened to you…” She bit her lip.

“That’s different,” he said gruffly. “We’ve both seen Artemis. And she came back.”

Reine nodded. After a long pause, she asked, “And the second reason? You said there were two reasons I can’t be Baudelaire’s unwitting pawn.”

“Simple. Baudelaire didn’t choose you to carry on her will, but to accomplish the things she balked at doing.”

The wolfgirl visibly shifted and stepped away. Her eyes bore into him, both physically and with her scrying. Confusion warred with frustration on her face.

“Then she still wanted me to accomplish something, didn’t she?” Reine snapped.

“Obviously. That doesn’t mean we’re her pawns,” Nathan said, keeping his calm. “You remember the conversation with her, don’t you? About her regrets?”

Slowly, Reine nodded.

He sighed, as Reine remained upset. “Tell me, if we dismantled the Inquisition today, what do you think would happen? Baudelaire knew we wouldn’t, but we could, just to spite her plans. Get rid of the Inquisitorial Corps, fire almost all the inquisitors, and keep only minimal emergency powers to satisfy the law. You could even resign as Grand Inquisitor.”

“You wouldn’t order me to do that,” Reine said simply. “And I won’t do it unless you command me to do so.”

“But we could,” he pressed. “Nothing stops us, or you. Fyre holds the power as Omria, and you’re the Grand Inquisitor. So?”

Reine grimaced. “It would be a terrible decision. Before I met you, my time as Imperial Spymaster was spent watching the damage caused by appeasement. The archdukes and Nationalists that openly stoked rebellion grew in power, until they caused civil war. Without the Inquisition, the same would happen here. The priests and nobles who refuse to yield would stubbornly retain their power, and gather further political and military strength.”

“Exactly. That’s why Baudelaire stopped when Gorthal wanted her to help him end slavery, and it likely cost them both the strength to act,” Nathan said. “Rebellion still arrived. In my world, Baudelaire only realized her mistake when the world neared its end. Too little, too late. She could only remove the rot by becoming a brutal tyrant and created more rot in the process.”

“What stops our rot?” Her question was almost innocent.

“Vigilance. Not believing in our invulnerability. Letting the nobles, mages, and merchants erect new systems.” He scratched his head. “To be honest, this is new to me. I didn’t imagine doing all of this when I came to Trafaumh. But I’ve forced myself to realize we need to change things, or else it will all backslide into the same mess I had to fix in the first place.”

“And what about the Inquisition and the things we’re doing? Do they end?”

“Eventually, I hope.” His voice was less certain this time. “We’re enforcing the law this time. The lands controlled by the church aren’t owned by the priests, but the people. Trafaumh broke away from the Empire, and that land was originally held in trust by the Empire whenever a noble family wasn’t available. Much like the Enclave. When Trafaumh seceded, the Order seized it all and created a new theocratic nobility. The merchants are even pushing for companies and individuals to be able to own land without noble titles, and Adam’s even spoken of the idea in Falmir behind closed ideas.”

The fact his old man believed in the idea that ordinary people—even if they had to be wealthy—should govern the country came as no surprise, but it would be a wild new future for Doumahr. One too brave even for many of his political allies.

“Enforce the law…” Reine smiled grimly. “Isn’t that what Baudelaire did? I understand you, Lord Nathan, but it sounds like sophistry.”

Probably because it was. Funny that he’d been thinking of his father.

Nathan shook his head with a chuckle. “Maybe. Some authority needs to exist, and it’s naïve and stupid to believe otherwise. Enforcing the law doesn’t automatically make us insane tyrants, no matter what nonsense some say. In the end, we do what’s right. The difference between tyranny and moral rule is the opinion of the people, isn’t it? Adam once told me about the greatest problem he and his allies faced when trying to rebel against the monarchy in Falmir. When you want to unseat a tyrant, you have to win every single time. But the tyrant, or any of his successors, only needs to win once and every single rebel is declared a traitor and it’s off with their heads.”

Kadria had told him a similar story once. It boded poorly for the multiverse that tyranny held such an easy grip on people.

Reine sighed and hugged him again. “Maybe I hoped for a simpler answer. That you always knew what was right. It was easier in the war.”

“A little,” he said. “Easier to justify, at least. If you want, Reine, you can still lean on me as much as you want. I’ll still be your Bastion as much as you’ll have me and shoulder your worries and concerns.”

You’ll always be my Bastion. My master. My god, she whispered in his mind.

Then she said aloud, while holding her growing belly, “One day soon, we’ll have to teach the little one these things. I plan to leave my position soon and let a council of inquisitors take over for me, at least temporarily, while my child needs me.”

“We’ve been planning for that,” Nathan said, barely hiding a smirk.

Mostly because between Luna and some other inquisitors, he had a strong grip on the organization. He wasn’t worried about it going rogue in Reine’s absence, even if it would become somewhat less effective without her scrying.

“You should rest,” he said. “I wanted to talk with Ester, and you’re stressing too much.”

She pouted. “But I want to spend time with you.” Her tail beat against the back of his legs.

“I’ll join you shortly.” When he glanced down at her, her face lit up.

Well, he knew what sort of time she wanted. Nathan guessed she’d retreat to her bedroom. No amount of talking made up for physical absence from his lovers.

Reine left the cemetery, and Sunstorm escorted her away with the guards. When had she arrived? Presumably, she’d grown bored with the discussion inside.

Ester sidled up to him almost the moment Reine left. Her arm pressed against his side, but she made no motion to hug him or lean against him. Not because they weren’t lovers, but simply because Ester avoided public displays of affection even years after becoming his Champion.

“Thanks for talking to Reine. I know she’s worrying too much, but I’m not the person who can help her,” she gave him a lopsided smile, and her pigtails tilted to one side. “Watching you talk to her and hug her out here almost felt like seeing myself being comforted all those years ago, after Deverese and Ysabelle died.”

Nathan pulled her against him in a hug, and she whined. But he ignored her protests.

“I’m fine, Nathan.” She wiggled free of his grasp. “Honestly, you’re so overprotective.”

“You’re alright?” he asked her.

Ester rolled her eyes and punched him in the chest. “Never better. I just worry about Reine. She’s been moody since getting pregnant, and you’re busy as hell with all the political bullshit. Narime’s digging up ancient knowledge beneath the citadel, there’s an army of troublemaking kids in the palace, and politics never sleeps. Or, uh, something. Not good with metaphors.”

“It’s more of an idiom,” he said, and got punched again. “How long has she chewed on this topic?”

“Weeks. I think the big raid on that rebel church that Vala had to help us with set her off.” Ester rolled her eyes. “I made the mistake of saying that I think these rebels are dumber and less justified than the ones who split from Baudelaire to begin with, because they at least had Charlotte’s cause as an excuse. She’s been good at keeping herself together when you visit, but Rosewald brought up her worries that you were here to clamp down further.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. Was that how Rosewald viewed him? He’d have to take her up on that offer to visit parliament if he was getting a reputation like that.

“I think you probably helped more than you think,” he told Ester. “You’ve had more than your own fair share of troubles with ‘just following orders’ and learning when loyalty to your commander turns into treason to your country.”

“Thanks for the reminder I probably committed treason by obeying Deverese,” Ester said, mock-glaring at him. She laughed when he winced. “It’s been long enough that I’m over it. I still miss Ysabelle and simpler times, but I’d never trade that if it meant giving up my days in the palace with you and everyone else.” She sighed, and her smile turned sad. “I realized how much I’d tricked myself into thinking times were good under Deverese. You’ve told me he became an amazing Bastion in your old world, and I saw that in him once. But I’ve drummed out countless soldiers full of talent who fuck around. The world is full of potential, but the people that matter are the ones who turn that into reality.”

“Even if you’re bad at idioms, you have a way with words now.” He flicked one of Ester’s pigtails.

“Being overly direct, you mean?” She smirked. “Lizbeth rubbed off on me.”

Nathan remained silent at that. The Ester in front of him matched the one he’d known in his old world more than the brow-beaten, traumatized mess he’d pulled from Deverese’s traitorous clutches. Years working with his Champions and knights had reinvigorated her.

And she never quite lost the shyness he’d adored in her, even if he knew for sure that he’d missed her signals in his old world. These days, when Ester approached him wearing a gorgeous dress and asked for a dance, he sure as hell knew she wanted him.

Ester leaned against him, humming softly with one arm around his back.

“You’re still happy up here, working with Reine?” he asked.

“Absolutely. I’m home, working with old and new friends,” she said. “Lizbeth visits me sometimes, as there’s a teleporter set up here. You visit regularly, and I can head back to the palace without much issue.” Her smile twitched mischievously. “It also lets me avoid the kids. That one time you brought Mio and Shiori up was hell.”

“Ah. So planning to stay up⁠—”

“No.” She glared at him for even suggesting the idea. “Reine’s heading to the palace, and it’s going to be one of the greatest challenges of her life. I’m not that interested in any kids myself… Yet, anyway. Choe’s right on that front. But Reine cares, and I care about her. So you can put up with me.”

“Thank you,” he said.

Ester grunted, her face reddening as she looked away in embarrassment.

They remained outside for several more minutes, enjoying each other’s company and making small talk. After a morning bogged down by heavy topics, he appreciated the break.

Afterward, he made sure to give Reine the physical companionship she’d missed lately, and Ester joined in when they didn’t break for lunch. Nathan confirmed he’d stay a night or two, and spent the afternoon relaxing instead of dealing with politics.

That meant a tail brushing session for Reine and checking out the food stalls on the waterfront with his knights and Champions. Fei would whine when she learned they’d come here without them.

They particularly enjoyed the bakery cart with the fancy croissants, apple turnovers, and other beautifully baked pastries often flecked with nuts or glazes. No doubt the bakery would make a surprise appearance in Aleich soon, given the way his captain and Ciana flitted off to the backstreet where the bakery itself was located.

Come nightfall, he made a short visit to the fortress beneath the citadel. Soldiers and knights in black-and-white uniforms saluted him as he entered with Ciana, while his other Champions busied themselves elsewhere.

Inside the fortress’s main hall stood a towering gate of steel and wood, with bronze hoplites and automated ballistae spread across the hall as a final defense should the gate ever be breached. A tall, lithe trigem Champion with three amethysts leaned against the side of the gate. She wore the uniform of a Champion of Trafaumh and snapped off a salute as Nathan approached.

“Lord Bastion Nathan, haven’t seen you for a bit,” the trigem said with a lazy smile. “Nothing much is happening here. Your legendary fox saw as much. Regal Bastion Lucien would be here in person, but he’s touring his other binding stones. I told him you wouldn’t be that fussed.”

“The thought counts, but I’m glad he didn’t abandon his usual duties just to show off,” Nathan said.

“That’s what I told him, but he gets nervous. You’d think after dealing with you for years, he’d get over the hero worship.” The trigem snickered. “Ah, well. I wasn’t in the fancy strategy sessions where he worked with you during the war. We can hopefully keep this quick so you can get back to pleasing the Grand Inquisitor.”

Here in Trafaumh, comments like this would ordinarily be enough to get a woman executed. Nathan appreciated the levity. Champions shouldn’t be so uptight, and the Inquisition had tended to breed overly serious types that broke when they needed to bend.

This trigem was one of two Trafaumh had outside of Nathan’s control. Both came from veterans of the civil war, who had shot up in prominence and recognition as Bastions. Just as in his old world, warfare created new, stronger Bastions and Champions. Hence why Nathan had handed over Soreaux’s binding stone, even if he maintained a presence in the citadel with his magic and through the place of power.

They entered the portal world through the gate.

A strange world greeted him, full of cascading cliffs, marble pathways that led up and up, and a great chasm between the gate they’d walked through and a towering ruin of white marble.

Years ago, the change had shocked Nathan. This portal had once belonged to Kadria, and been little more than a vast wasteland of craggy rocks. Not long after Sofia’s defeat, he’d discovered that the portals belonging to Kadria and the Twins returned to normal. At some point, they shifted to new Messengers, who altered the landscape.

His ‘tamed’ Messengers had truly been cut off from their old boss. None of them knew what to make of the situation, although Shiva’s portal had remained active. Presumably, it had shut down at some point recently. Nathan had a small unit of elite knights up at Horthrumgar, the island she’d appeared on he needed to check on.

“Like I said, no real change,” the trigem said as they strolled through the complicated network of defenses.

“Do you still get the occasional invasion?” Nathan asked.

“Yeah, but it’s nothing too serious. Heavies and manticores at worst.” She shrugged, even though such an attack would be considered a truly dangerous invasion in the days before the War of Descension. “We’re still convinced whoever this Messenger is will use fliers. Haven’t seen those since the days when those bitch Messengers pretending to be prophets attacked us. The dominions or whatever.”

“It’s good to be prepared. We learned the opposite the hard way,” Nathan said.

“And Trafaumh got proven right that everyone else was wrong to sit on their laurels.” The trigem blinked, then her face reddened. “Well, except you, sir.”

Ciana snorted. “Nathan is always the exception.”

“Hopefully not in the future. I welcome the inspections, Lord Bastion, but when this Messenger attacks, I want your next visit to be one where I can tell you how easily we beat them back.” The trigem bit her lip and stared over at the marble ruin. “Not that I want to get cocky.”

“You’re a veteran. You know how bad it gets and when to call for assistance. The important part will be ensuring the next wave of Champions also understands, and the one after them,” Nathan said.

For some reason, the trigem gave him an odd look. “Yeah.”

As they left, Nathan swore he saw a couple of beastkin wearing the questionable uniforms of his cult. But when he glanced back, he merely saw beastkin soldiers and some ordinary priestesses.

Narime and Tarako lurked in his bedroom when he returned topside, so he let Ciana return to the palace to take care of Eris.

Both foxes lounged on separate luxurious sofas. Narime drank from a bottle of local red wine, while Tarako had opened a bottle of sake nearly the size of her torso.

“Care for a drink?” Tarako asked with a wide smile as she conjured up another sake vessel from her pocket dimension.


CHAPTER 17


“Iwon’t say no to good wine or sake,” Nathan said as he sat next to Narime.

Her tails immediately ensconced him, while Tarako pouted. The older fox bounced over and their tails fought each other while trying to cover him in fluff. His arms could barely bring the sake vessel to his mouth.

Both women paused as they saw him trying to drink, then broke down in fits of laughter.

“This is your doing, you know?” he said.

“Maybe,” Tarako said, after retreating to her sofa. “Deep thoughts today?”

“Always,” he replied. “Are you feeling better after a day away from Mio and Shiori?”

“I don’t need time off that badly.” Tarako rolled her eyes. “But it is nice. I want to savor my time with them, especially with how rapidly they’re growing up. I thought I’d have decades while they’re little, but they take after their father rather than me. Their tails are coming thick and fast. I was weak and became famous simply because I survived longer than all the rest. They’ll be true heroes.”

“If you really were weak, then you wouldn’t have lived longer than the rest,” Narime said. “Your caution and wisdom brought us far.”

“And Kurai still failed. I even gave up, until somebody brought new light to me.” Tarako smiled at Nathan. “I don’t mind being weak, Narime. It helps me teach Mio and Shiori humility, and I understand better than most the value of peace and the joy of doing nothing. If I can spend thousands of years serving you, Nathan, I’ll be happy. As happy as I was when I served my creator.”

“I was never sure how you felt about that period,” he said cautiously. “Especially as it sounded like you were… in exile or some sort.”

“Self-imposed more than anything.” Tarako smiled faintly. “Mirie came to me for a reason, before Sofia’s tendrils got into her. I didn’t like what our society had been turned into, and became a hermit shrine maiden. But you don’t live that sort of life without coming to terms with it. It wasn’t a life of solitude, but I enjoyed day after day without accomplishing much. Maybe I’ll pass on the lessons to you, once you stop being such a workaholic.”

Nathan grimaced. “Maybe not a bad idea.”

Narime snorted, and her tails flickered with magic as she caught droplets of wine in mid-air. “Hell will freeze over and the portals will all vanish first. Nathan will just find something else to fill his time. Maybe he’ll decide to conquer Kurai and rebuild it.”

“I mean, now that you bring it up,” he half-joked.

Both foxes gave him a cutting look. He winced.

“Don’t joke about that,” Narime said softly. “I’d welcome it, but… You can’t bring back my home, and I can’t even imagine the cost in lives. The Houkeem Desert still needs constant defense due to the demons that crawl forth from the wasteland that Kurai’s become.”

“Arguably the reason to do something about it,” he said. “But you’re right. Nobody has the stomach for it, and the benefits are marginal.”

He had briefly discussed with Fyre the idea of closing the portals there, but it turned out not to be that easy. Reine had shown them the wasteland that had once been a peninsula teeming with life. Portals dotted the landscape every few miles, and it was utterly bereft of both fauna and flora. While the region wasn’t the seething mass of demons he’d feared it might be, Fyre’s arrival would trigger hundreds of thousands of demons to appear en masse if she tried, and closing the portals would take weeks or months.

“The people of Kurai need to find their future here,” Narime said.

“I’d say it’s easier said than done, but there’s plenty of room for all of us. Especially with all the spare territory after the war against Sofia,” Tarako said.

Nathan nodded. “What about you, Narime? You’ve taken to Soreaux better than you thought you would. It’s about fifty-fifty these days between here and the palace.”

“I prefer diving into the mysteries of the Arcana than helping Seraph with paperwork and plans.” The seven-tailed fox shuddered and sipped her wine. “But, yes, Trafaumh has felt more… familiar than I expected it to. The density of the streets, the market stalls, the heavy presence of religion—they’re all familiar elements of home.”

“And the endless bureaucracy,” Tarako added. “We loved that in Kurai. Meetings to organize meetings, with some extra meetings on the side, and reams of paperwork that required half the document to be covered in stamps by every official who might possibly be affected one iota.”

Nathan shuddered at the idea, and both women laughed.

“Maybe a little,” Narime admitted. “I can see why our people nearly came here when we first fled to the mainland, even if it’s obvious why we balked.”

Her eyes hardened, and he knew what topic would come next.

“You did come here in my world,” he said.

“Hmm? Oh, yes.” She shook her head. “That’s not what troubles me, Nathan. Although it’s related. Long ago, you and Seraph pointed out that former members of the Guardian Council of Kurai came to Trafaumh in secret to work with Baudelaire. That our secrets helped her experiments. I never found any trace of them when we came here and dismissed the idea.”

Tarako’s expression darkened, and her tails tensed. The Guardian Council of Kurai had been the military leadership of the nation. She’d helped create it and doubtlessly knew its members.

“You found them, I assume?” Nathan asked.

Narime nodded. “They hid their tracks well, but they joined the Inquisition Arcana and helped Baudelaire. While the divine eyes experiments were well under way before Kurai collapsed, you’ve seen the difference between Mae and Reine, as well as many of the other divine eyes recipients we’ve helped since.”

All he could do was grimace.

Baudelaire killed recipients of the divine eyes in her experiments, as they were technically all failures. She wanted a prophet, and received individuals whose powers imitated only a single facet of Omria’s abilities. Reine and Mae had been escapees, and Reine’s execution had been scheduled when Maylis and the Hound broke her free.

When they’d freed the beastkin beneath the citadel years ago, most had been the sacrifices used to create the divine eyes. But some had received them. All of them needed his support, and he’d given it, particularly with how young many had been.

Six years later, those beastkin with the divine eyes flitted about his ranks. He didn’t stop them from leaving, but the nature of their abilities meant the few that left were closely monitored. In part for their own safety. Most remained in his service. Some even stalked the Hall of Order. He’d passed an inquisitor earlier today who lifted her black hood and smiled at him with eyes branded with swords. Her power rivaled Reine’s in strength, enabling her to conjure the relic blades Sofia and the dominions flung as weapons.

But most lacked such power, and preferred to avoid the limelight of a role like an inquisitor. Their trauma faded, but never went away.

“You’re certain the guardians helped Baudelaire?” Nathan asked Narime.

“They destroyed all records, but I know these people. Enough members of the Inquisition recognized them and a few have been active since then,” she said. “Furthermore, the records we’ve uncovered prove that they brought knowledge from Kurai. We experimented with the same magicks you did. It bothers me that I knew so little about the Guardian Council’s clandestine activities, while Seraph did.”

“No doubt the humans distrusted foxes and assumed we kept secrets from them,” Tarako said. “And we did. Just not ones so dangerous.”

“Merely the existence of an ancient fox and the repetition of history and prophets,” Nathan said.

She grimaced, and her bronze tails lowered against the sofa. “Long ago, I made my existence better known and the secrets less secret. But as you well know, not everyone can be trusted. These are lessons for you to learn, Nathan. As the years go on, you’ll go from hero to villain. And for all her crimes, Sofia’s decision to teach Bastions less magic came from harsh lessons about the horrible behavior in the past.”

“I know,” he said gruffly. “I saw what Bastions did even with what they had in my old world. It will be a constant battle.”

“Hence the value of religion and its teachings,” Narime said. “We can soften the blow.”

Now it was Nathan’s turn to have his own doubts, much like Reine had. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Maybe. I’d say I don’t want to become Sofia, but I feel we went down that path long ago with Fyre.”

“There’ll never be a perfect solution.” Narime leaned forward. “But there is to mine. Before Reine leaves her position to have her child, I want her help tracking down the traitor guardians. They betrayed their country, their principles, and their humanity, and they’ve escaped judgment. As a former guardian, I want to be that deliverance.”

“Done,” Nathan said, his eyes hard. “You won’t find much resistance, and it will give Seraph something extra to do. Don’t complain. The two of you work well together, and she has as much reason to help.”

Narime bit her lip, then bowed her head. “Understood.”

The three of them enjoyed a very fluffy night together, and Nathan was thankful for the sheer size of the bed. It wasn’t an easy feat fitting sixteen gigantic fox tails on the same bed.

Time passed swiftly the next two days. He took up Rosewald on her offer to visit parliament, and managed to avoid causing the same sort of scene visits by foreign royals did by flat out refusing to make any public address. After some initial surprise at his presence, the nobles and merchants got back to insulting each other amid vigorous debate over what sounded like laws governing trade across Trafaumh.

By the end of the third day, Nathan was happy to be returning to Aleich. He’d briefly teleported back home on the second night to tuck his girls in and read Leo a bedtime story.

As Sunstorm wished, he let the convoy depart without them and instead teleported the group directly back to the palace. They left late. The sun had long sunk beneath the horizon and torches lit the corridors.

Nathan sensed a familiar presence in his bedroom, even if they’d made themselves scarce lately. He poked Ciana in the back as they strode through quiet halls.

“Maybe see to Eris or catch up with the other girls,” he said. “I know it’s impromptu⁠—”

Ciana stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “It’s fine. I sneak in plenty of time with you that the others don’t get, and if someone special has shown up they deserve the time with you. Should I keep the girls out in the morning?”

“Please. For several reasons.”

The unicorn knight giggled. “That tells me all I need to know. Tarako mentioned Mio’s getting too curious, too fast, so it’s better all-around if the girls have more space for a few more years.”

They split up outside his bedroom door. His knights saluted, and he gave them a good pet before entering. His absence meant he’d missed them.

Once inside, he spotted a pair of beautiful women with bronzed skin and obscenely huge breasts lying on his bed. Curly goat horns rose from long white hair, and their figures were something out of a crude pornographic drawing, with thighs thicker than their waists and an hourglass figure that lived up to the name. They looked identical, except for their blood-red eyes. One had black sclera instead of white.

Instead of their usual monochrome dresses, they wore lacy underwear that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Well-placed holes revealed their nipples and slits.

Despite their clothes, they lay beside each other with colorful devices in their hands that their fingers played across. Small white buds sat inside their ears.

The moment he entered, their eyes shot to him and their devices vanished. They grinned and looked like the succubi they were.

These were the Twins, Maura and Laura.

“Stay,” he said, before they jumped in.

“Oi,” Maura said, scowling.

They remained laying where they were, so he nodded. “Good girls. Do you want a treat?”

Magic emanated from the two of them and white wolf ears sprung from the tops of their heads. Huge fluffy tails as large as Tarako’s rustled along the blanket. Both Twins held their hands up in loose fists as if making paw motions.

“Woof woof,” Maura said.

“Is the treat your fat cock?” Laura asked, eyes shining. “We’ll beg and roll over like good girls all night long if that’s what we get.”

“Been a while since we brought out the ears and tails,” Maura said. “Not as big a fan as Shiva, but I get why she’s into having one. You fucking wreck us when we bring them out.”

It helped that the Twins were already absolutely gorgeous, but Nathan wouldn’t deny the tent in his pants. He hadn’t seen them for months, as they ran off for regular vacations now the kids were rampaging around the palace.

“You’re jumping to sex fast,” he said.

He barely sat on the bed before the two succubi appeared beside him and pulled him backward. Their buxom bodies hung over him, their hands running over his naked chest. They used spatial magic to strip him instantly.

“We can talk and play,” Laura teased.

“That’s what foreplay’s for,” Maura said. She looked at the door. “We’re not going to get interrupted by the prophet brat, right? I still have trauma from her walking in when you had me pressed against the bed that one time.

“I told Ciana to keep the kids away,” he said.

Hopefully that kept Eris clear. She was the only one of his children that could slip through his wards.

“Good.” Maura sighed and sank onto the bed, cuddling up to him. “I’ve missed you.”

“Hey, Sis, I thought we agreed to fuck first, then do the lovey-dovey shit.” Laura pouted.

“Eh, I changed my mind.” Maura slid her head into the crook of his neck and Nathan held her.

“You’re hopeless.” Rolling her eyes, Laura straddled his legs and entertained herself.

More interested in talking with them than fucking them—at least for the moment—Nathan basked in their closeness. He’d never have imagined genuinely enjoying their love when he first met them, even if getting Laura to admit it was like pulling teeth.

“How was the vacation?” he asked.

“Fun,” Maura said. “Did we tell you what we were doing?”

“Not really. Something about traveling, eating, and drinking, but that’s most of what you do when you vanish for months,” he said.

“Don’t say it like we’re pigs,” Laura snapped. “You have endless food and booze on tap here. It’s not that crazy if we have our own coastal mansion and enjoy the same thing.”

“Uh huh.”

She clicked her tongue and crossed her arms over her breasts. He pulled them down so he could continue enjoying the view.

“We wanted to relive our younger days on Earth when we’d travel the world as broke-ass college students, except less broke-ass,” Maura said. “While we’ve technically been all over this world, it’s not like we really experienced it. It’s like visiting Paris for a few hours and saying you know France inside and out.”

“France is the country like Trafaumh, right?” he asked, testing his memory on his knowledge on Earth.

“Yeah. Well, they’ve got the accents, and the connection to an empire from Germany that everyone claims to be the true successor of.”

Laura rolled her eyes. “Not really the point. We did go to Trafaumh for a bit, though.” She ticked off her fingers. “Started in southern Amica and went along the coast. Then checked out southern Falmir, before heading up to the fancy wine regions of Trafaumh west of Soreaux. Also visited the elven regions of Arcadia.”

“And didn’t cause any incidents I need to clean up?” He sat up and looked them both in the eye.

Fortunately, they merely scoffed in return.

“Please. We know how to keep a low profile if we want to.” Maura pulled him back down and try to sandwich his face with her tits, before he pulled free. “We pretended to be a couple of retired Royal Knights with lots of cash and time to spare. Figured you’d appreciate some intel on how the different regions treat beastkin, too.”

“The rural areas would have been harsh,” Nathan said.

“Yeah, we had some difficult starts,” Laura said. “We bought a horseless carriage that we teleported around, and hired a couple of guides to both pretend to be guards and help us navigate. Got scammed a few times. Had to beat the shit out of the guides and shut down a gang working for some baronet in Amica to get our money back at one point.”

Nathan made a note to get someone to check on any incidents like that, and have someone investigate the area for corruption.

“But mostly, it was a lot of fun,” Maura said. “We had lots of cash—and no, we didn’t break the economy—but had to stay in lots of cheap taverns or even the carriage. Ate lots of cheap preserved food, or seasonal stuff, particularly over winter, even if it was a warm one.”

“We enjoyed a lot of booze in winter,” Laura added.

“That’s the important part. It helps that you find things to do that don’t involve failing to be a farmer,” he said.

Both succubi cackled at the reminder of what Kadria tried to do.

“Yeah, not our jam,” Maura said. “Anyway, things are pretty smooth as a beastkin. Not everywhere, though. The scams are mostly because the humans know a lot of beastkin have come into money and don’t know the value of shit. But there’re lots of random communities springing up. Had a few run-ins with former knights who either suspected we were lying or recognized us.”

Laura scowled. “I’m annoyed at how easily the knights knew it was us. We’re pretty good at blending in.”

“It’s the accent,” Nathan said.

They blinked at him.

“You don’t sound like the locals,” he continued. “Everyone probably assumes you’re just from somewhere else, but your voice is recognizable. The same goes for most Messengers. The knights would remember your voice. I bet you used mental magic in the past to hide that fact when sneaking around.”

“Huh,” they said together, then looked at each other.

“Yeah, we did,” Maura said. “We’re avoiding it because you get annoyed and there’s no reason. If someone outs us, we can just pull out the fancy badges you gave us and tell people to fuck off.”

“Or kick their teeth in.” Laura’s eyes gleamed.

Hopefully they did less of that on this vacation.

“It sounds like fun,” he said, changing the subject. “I keep getting reminders to work less, so maybe I should join you next time. Or at least for a little while. Get away from the palace and work.”

Their eyes lit up, then they grimaced.

“No dice?” He did his best to hide his disappointment at the fact they didn’t want him around.

Maura hissed and sat up. “It’s not like that.”

“Yeah, we’d totally drag you all over Doumahr for an endless fuck marathon, with fancy food and booze,” Laura said.

The Twins nodded repeatedly.

“So?” he asked.

“The problem is that you don’t blend in,” Maura said. “And you don’t use illusions.”

He blinked. “I’m not that recognizable in random parts of Doumahr.”

“Uh, sure. Whatever you think,” Laura said.

Maura huffed. “It’s the beastkin, mostly. Plus all the nobles and merchants. You forget how many people come to Aleich from all over the world and then see your face. There are paintings of you everywhere. Hell, cheap romance novels have you plastered on the front of them thanks to a couple of your aspiring beastkin knights-turned-smut peddlers.”

“The beastkin?” He frowned, trying to focus on the part that sounded the most off. “There’s a hell of a lot of them. Even my reputation can’t make me that recognizable.”

“Yeah, we thought the same thing, until we saw how many of your knights scattered to the four winds,” Laura said. “You recruited like crazy, and that caused beastkin to flock to your banner. Bitches all across Amica came before the civil war. You know all about the Trafaumh issues. When you crossed into Falmir, tons of beastkin joined your ranks in the border region you seized. They didn’t just come from the Enclave.”

Well, shit. He hadn’t thought about that.

“Also, your cult is everywhere, even if they’re subtle,” Maura said. “The most annoying thing about doing a trip like this with you would be the amount of beastkin trying to bed you anywhere we go.”

“Oh, oh! We should go to somewhere remote and do something fun.” Laura bounced on his legs, which did interesting things to her chest. “Build a beach resort, take all the Champions, leave behind the kiddies, and have a massive week or two of fucking fun.”

“And fun fucking,” Maura said, leering at Nathan’s crotch.

“That’s what I meant, genius.”

“Oh, fuck off. The pun worked.”

“It’s still a pun, and you should feel bad, Sis.”

“I’ll make you feel bad in a second.”

Nathan grabbed their heads and pushed him toward his crotch. “Settle down.”

They giggled and curled up against him.

“Ooh, feisty,” Maura said. She gulped suddenly. “Uh, before we get to business, I did want to try something, but wanted to check first.”

“You don’t have to check. Just do it,” Laura urged.

“Fuck off. I want to do this right.” Maura clenched her fists and her face somehow both paled and reddened at the same time. “That egghead Gareth has been super busy with your immortality elixir, but he’s found the time to still poke into my… issues.”

“Both your issues,” Nathan said. “Pregnancy.”

Maura nodded, while Laura huffed at the idea she wanted to get knocked up. As if she hadn’t suggested the idea at least once.

“He can’t make anything for me, both because you and he are busy, but also because affecting me is too hard,” Maura said. “But the theory is sound. With my life magic, I might—might—be able to make myself ovulate and, hopefully, get pregnant. But then…” She bit her lip.

“We don’t have the slightest clue about how our bodies will handle it from there,” Laura said. “Our life magic is decent and we can modify our bodies, but permanently changing our essence like this might not succeed without your help. Sustaining a pregnancy is way different from just giving ourselves a period.”

Nathan frowned. “That sounds like something I should learn then. My life magic is pretty good.”

“Not at changing bodies,” Maura said. She sighed and smiled sadly at him. “You’ve been focusing on how to enchant your life magic into something physical, which is a whole other domain of ascended magic. I don’t want to pull you away from that when I can wait a few more years and Alice and Anna can’t.”

“Thank you. For caring about them,” he said.

It was a big step for Maura to do so, given how selfish they tended to be. They loved him, but their interest in the women around him didn’t extend far.

Maura shifted uncomfortably, and Laura hugged her sister.

“I think you could do it without taking years,” Laura said. “If tonight doesn’t succeed, at least watch what Sis does. You learn fast by imitating us.”

That he did.

Unfortunately, both succubi turned out to be right about his limitations. He observed Maura cast her life magic. While he felt the changes she wrought, and they appeared to be initially successful, understanding them in-depth was beyond him. The idea of changing another person was an aspect of life magic he’d been working with Gareth for years on. Casting a spell to alter the succubi so they could get pregnant seemed even more difficult.

“Remind me. Soon,” he told them.

Then he took Maura into his arms, kissed her, and took her to bed. Laura giggled at her sister’s discomfort, before the two succubi happily let him enjoy them for a long, steamy night.

He didn’t sleep well afterward. They cleaned up in the shower before dozing off immediately. He remained awake for hours.

Eventually, he slipped free of their grasp and poured some water from the magic icebox he kept in the corner. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he stared into the abyss for thirty minutes or more.

The inky black door stood there, unchanging, with the red emblem of the outer being he’d repelled six years ago emblazoned upon it.


CHAPTER 18


His thoughts turned over and over in his head. Nathan poured more water, but the ice clinked. Maura stirred. Her red eyes gleamed in the darkness as she stared at him.

“Sorry. Did I wake you?” he asked.

Maura frowned. When he sat on the edge of the bed, she wrapped her arms around him and pressed her breasts against his back.

“You’re brooding,” she said. “You’re hot as fuck like this, but it bothers me. Like, the wars are over. Shit’s still happening, but if we can fuck around for months on end, it can’t be that serious. What’s eating you?”

He remained silent, and Maura popped her head on his shoulder. Her horns rubbed against the side of his head. She poked his cheek.

“Don’t ignore me. I’m not just your succubus pet anymore,” she said. “Or…” She scowled. “Is this a little goat topic?”

He laughed. “Maybe. But these days, I think Kadria’s at an even greater loss about the future than I am. Her confidence and ability to pretend she’s making perfect decisions is long gone, even if she’s taken years to finally come out of her shell and admit she wants company.”

“Shiva mentioned that.” Maura stared at the door, although he was certain she couldn’t see it. “You should knock both of them up, too. Shiva’s so spur-of-the-moment that she’ll go along with it if you get her hot and bothered. And the goat…” She paused. “Kadria’s a bitch, but I bet she’d appreciate family of her own.”

“Laura’s struggling to admit she wants a kid, and you want me to convince Kadria?” he asked in disbelief.

She rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t have to be tomorrow. Fuck. I’m first in line, and don’t you forget it.”

They sat there in silence, cuddled up together. Maura poked him after another minute.

“So? Why are you being the hot, brooding antihero again? If you’re going to regress, I reserve the right to bring up the Dark Lord Nathan plan,” she said.

He groaned. “Please don’t. I worry that it might be taken seriously by the cult these days.”

“Heh. Maybe you’ve already become Dark Lord Nathan. Machiavelli always said it was better to be both loved and feared, if you could have both.” Her red eyes glowed in the dark with mischief and she giggled.

“I guess you achieved your aims as well as I achieved mine,” he said.

“Yeah. I did.” Maura kissed him on the cheek. “I followed the goat here to nab you, and I did exactly that. Just as planned and all that. Maybe I didn’t plan on falling in love, but I got everything I wanted and then some.”

He let out a breathy laugh. Her words sounded silly, but were surprisingly accurate.

The succubi who he’d consistently underestimated and called dumb, turned out to be the ones whose master plan went off almost without a hitch. While Kadria had barely managed to turn Fyre into a prophet and had only succeeded because Nathan had become something more than human.

“So?” Maura pressed.

“You can’t get mad,” he said.

“Wow. That’s the thing guys say right before spilling about shit that makes a girl super fucking mad.” Her eyes bore into him. “It can’t be that bad. I’ve done some crazy shit, Nathan.”

He rested his chin on his hands and Maura frowned. Seconds passed in silence. The room was eerily quiet at this time of night.

“Everything’s peaceful,” he said. “Relatively. I have a bunch of adorable children, lots of lovers, and almost anything a man could dream of.”

“Uh…” Maura bit her lip.

“We won, but I’m still endlessly busy,” he continued, and Maura breathed a sigh of relief. “To the point I find myself struggling to spare enough time for everyone. The kids need lots of attention. I’m still a major player in politics in every nation. You and all the other girls have your hopes and dreams, and you want me to be a part of them, but I have to prioritize. I’m good at that, fortunately, but it eats at me because I thought I would be better. That after all our fighting, I’d have the time and freedom to stop making sacrifices and just… give everyone everything they deserved.”

“Wouldn’t the world be fucking amazing if that’s how it worked?” Maura smiled wanly. “Infinite time. You’re gonna live for fucking ever as a god, Nathan. You don’t need to go that fast.”

“I live forever, but not everyone else does,” he said. He stared at the black door. “So I end up prioritizing the things that need to happen now, over those that can wait. But when does that stop? There’ll always be things that happen now. I just…” He ran a hand through his hair. “I worry that if I step back, I’ll see everything I’ve accomplished be washed away. So much of what I cleaned up were messes caused because the greedy, evil, and sinful chipped away at the foundations for so long. You can only patch a foundation so much before it needs to be rebuilt.”

Maura bit her lip. “I’m not even sure this is a goat topic. I… Nathan, you’ll burn yourself to a crisp if you keep this up. Isn’t this why all the others are here, so you don’t take the burden all on yourself?”

“Maybe. But some things have to come down to me.” He rubbed her arm. “Who’s going to learn the magic to give you a child? Or the immortality to help Alice and Anna? Or keep the cult in check? Or spend time with all of you, like you deserve? I just…”

He felt like he was drowning. For all the confidence he exuded when with Reine and the others, sometimes he stared at the door and wondered if what he felt had been what drove the Messengers to take the deals that led them to become what they are today.

Maura followed his gaze. Her eyes narrowed. He felt her magic reach out and stretch across the room. Behind them, Laura stirred as she sensed her sister casting a complex spell.

“Something’s here,” Maura hissed. “Nathan, what the fuck?”

“So you can sense it, if barely,” he whispered.

“Nathan!” Maura’s nails dug into his arm.

“Right after we defeated Sofia and drove back your boss, a door appeared here. It has the same symbol on it that the dominions had branded on their uniforms.”

“Holy shit.” Her eyes widened and she shook like a leaf. “He’s been here. Trying to reach out to you this entire time. Has he shown up? A strange man in fancy clothes, odd words⁠—”

“No. Nothing like that.” He shook his head with a laugh. “Just the door. Could he even appear here, given Omria is still active through the prophets?”

“Oh. Oh, right.” Maura calmed down. Then she hit him in the arm. “Why the fuck are you brooding over the damn door then? Are you nuts?”

“Tell me, Maura, how did you feel when he came to offer you a deal?”

She snorted and hugged Nathan. “Frustration. Despair. Like I was utterly lost. It was deep existential shit. Sis and I had finished our PhDs while studying in Britain, and we’d been overseas since we got the offer to study in Australia after high school. But the whole world went to shit because a bunch of banks fucked the world and the rich assholes at the top bailed each other out while we suffered. We couldn’t even get work flipping burgers. Came back home to our abusive, deadbeat asshole of a dad and rooms smelling of booze, weed, and sex.”

“Life sucked,” Laura said, finally awake. She hugged Nathan and Maura from the other side. “We realized how bullshit it all was. It was a fucking lie and we got screwed. Then the boss turns up and offers us limitless power. So we took it.”

“And had tons of fun before we bailed on Earth,” Maura added. “Man, we went nuts. We barely understood how our magic worked, but on a world with no magic at all, a Messenger is unstoppable.”

“We didn’t go that crazy,” Laura whined. “Blew up some major landmarks, ended a couple of governments, vaporized every stock exchange and bank we knew of.”

“And killed Dad.” Maura’s eyes hardened and her fists clenched. “It’s been so, so long and I still remember the feeling of splattering him all over the room. Our deal even meant the boss resurrected him so Laura could do it too. Anyone who says revenge isn’t satisfying hasn’t hated someone enough to truly need revenge.”

Laura nodded, her eyes just as hard as her sister’s. Then she frowned at them. “So, who’s brooding? Nathan, or Sis?”

Maura pointed at Nathan, who raised his hand.

“The boss has a fancy mental doorway here, and it’s been here for years,” Maura said. “Nathan’s being pouty, but he’s nowhere near upset enough to consider a deal.”

Laura’s eyes turned into saucers, but she calmed down after a second. She did hit him, though.

“True,” he said. “I guess I just feel… lost sometimes. I wonder what I’m supposed to do with this power, or if I’m just… failing to use it properly. Things were easier when I could constantly focus on trying to defeat Messengers or Charlotte or Sofia.”

“Ah. You’re wondering if our old boss could help.” Laura bit her lip.

“Sis…” Maura said, a warning note entering her voice.

“If the door’s here at all, there’s limits to what he can do,” Laura said. “Sofia’s power always spiked in response to portals, and this couldn’t be any different. It’s a connection to this world.”

“You’re certain?” he asked her.

“No,” Laura said.

Maura hit her sister and Laura tumbled off the bed, swearing.

“It’s stupid to go inside,” Maura said. “What do you hope to get from there?”

Nathan stood and began to dress. Both succubi summoned their usual dresses. Maura wore black, while Laura had white.

“Answers. I spoke with the partner and he… illuminated things once. Maybe the answers I need about what’s happening to me and how I can better manage the chaos I’m battling will come from confronting the essence of chaos itself,” Nathan said.

“Oh, yeah, because the big guy causing all the shit here will totally help you.” Maura grabbed his arm. “Can you at least sleep on it?”

“I’ve slept on it for six years.”

He was being rash.

But when he’d met the outer being known as the partner, Fate, a line had stuck in his mind ever since.

“Imagine you win, and peace comes. How will people look on you as you pick and choose who becomes a demigod?” Fate had asked.

As if the outer being had known all along this was how things would play out, Nathan found himself pondering that very question. That same encounter left him questioning Laura’s conclusion that going through the door meant he’d remain safe, but the desire to know more pushed him forward.

Maura growled as he stepped toward the door. “Fine, but we’re coming with you.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“No. But holy shit, if you’re doing something fucking insane, I don’t want to leave you alone.” She wrapped herself around one arm, and Laura grabbed the other. “You stupid, loveable bastard. If I could, I’d use my magic to keep you down right now.”

“Yeah, well, we can’t,” Laura said.

Nathan reached for the door. His hand froze inches away from it, and he took a deep breath. Both succubi clung to him.

He pushed the door inward without a sound, revealing a black void beyond it. A deep, dark power reached out, as if beckoning him. It rubbed against his wards and seemed to creep into them.

Panic flared along his mental links with Reine, Ciana, and Fyre. Whatever the outer being had done to try to sneak into his mind, he’d alerted them. He had seconds before Fyre teleported into his room.

So he stepped into the void, dragging Maura and Laura with him.


CHAPTER 19


Darkness greeted them for a moment, then bright light. Nathan blinked his vision back to normal.

They stood in a featureless void, with a halo of light descending from seemingly nowhere in a wide circle. A wide metal desk sat in the center with a metal light fixture atop it—an electronic lamp, based on what he’d seen in the mental worlds of his Messengers. Unlike theirs, this one lacked cutesy or elegant designs and looked very utilitarian. Nothing else sat on the desk. A simple metal chair sat behind the desk, empty.

“Uh, hello?” Maura called out. “Moshi moshi?”

Her voice vanished in the void.

Then the light began to recede. Both succubi gripped him closer and he felt their teleportation magic begin to activate. Maura cast spatial magic while Laura tried to manipulate magic. Nothing happened, however.

The halo of light turned into two smaller circles. One centered on Nathan and his succubi, with the other focused on the empty desk.

Slowly, lights became visible in the distance. Not merely to their sides, but above and beneath them. Multi-colored dots and streaks. Nathan vaguely recognized them from images Kadria and the Twins showed him.

“These are the stars,” he said, staring at what appeared to be a depiction of the universe.

“Not… quite,” Maura said. “We don’t get weird rings like that in the galaxy, or other strange features like the weird spiral echo. This is the boss depicting the multiverse as a galaxy.”

“You took your time arriving,” a vaguely familiar voice boomed from all around them. It drilled into Nathan’s ears and the succubi hunched their shoulders. “Insofar as I can controversially build statistics from infinity, you’re in the last quintile of Nathans to finally visit me.”

Nathan gritted his teeth. “You say that as if it’s an inevitability.”

“I embody the concept of entropy, so I can safely say nothing is truly inevitable, merely a facsimile of it. Perhaps some Nathans will choose to live without ever confronting me, although that does not mean they will not ever confront me.” Laughter echoed off invisible walls in the void.

“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up,” Maura said.

“Uh, hi, uh, former boss,” Laura said, giving a broken smile. “Sounds like you’re enjoying yourself. Making a game of talking to lots of Nathans. What about us?”

Nathan swore he saw the void blink. “Oh, yes. I’d say long time, no see, but I deal with you quite regularly still. Although a happy Maura is an unusual specimen. Usually Nathan brings Kadria, but the later he arrives, the more often he comes with the two of you. He brought Kelly once. That was… An experience.”

Kelly was Shiva’s actual name. She also despised it, and reacted violently whenever it was used. Nathan had gotten away with using it very, very rarely when she was in a very cuddly mood.

“I fucking bet.” Maura ran a hand down her face. “Serious question, boss… Er, old boss, whatever. Fucking Christ.”

“You can just call him boss. I’m not offended,” Nathan said.

The entire situation had taken a turn for the bizarre quite quickly. If the outer being intended to create an intimidating aura, it vanished almost instantly.

“I’m more interested in Nathan’s questions, but do try to amuse me,” the outer being said.

“Why the fuck did you send Shiva to deal with Nathan at all?” Maura asked. “Sure, she’s strong as hell, but there was no in hell that would end any other way than her getting fluffed and fucked. Especially as she hated Sofia’s guts.”

“Perhaps I gave Sofia the assistance she deserved, if not what she needed? If anything, Inari was a more dangerous wildcard. I had hoped my partner would send that dragon of his, but no, he found it more amusing to pit the fox against the fox.” A sigh boomed from the void.

Nathan frowned. “So Sofia was intended to fail. Atlas was right. But what’s the point of all this? The door, beckoning me here? I don’t even feel your power.”

The lights vanished entirely, dropping them into complete darkness as the lights of the “galaxy” vanished. When they returned, they were at the same intensity as when they entered.

A male figure clad in a pitch-black suit leaned against the desk. He looked like an unassuming middle-aged man with forgettable features. In fact, he was so forgettable that Nathan struggled to even remember his eye color or the shape of his nose while staring at them.

Nathan was sure its appearance matched the man known as Black, based on how Kadria had described her old boss when he’d lured her to become a Messenger back on Earth.

“It’s curious to see how the reason you barge in here changes,” Black said. “Most of the time, it’s right after ‘defeating’ me. You see the door and become convinced the battle isn’t over, then charge in to finish things. If you wait a little longer, you dwell on all the oddities and inconsistencies, and instead demand answers. But you… You’re here because of uncertainties that have no relation to our conflict. You worry that you can’t overcome the natural chaos of the peaceful world you’ve created, and that I am somehow both a solution and problem.”

“I think that you want something from me, more than just cataloging statistics about me across infinite timelines,” Nathan said. “Even your partner applied the pressure of his power when we met.”

“Likely due to his inexperience.” Black shook his head. “I don’t need to threaten you. Everything I’ve wanted to accomplish, I have. In fact, you can leave at any time.”

The outer being raised a hand and a bright white void appeared behind Nathan in the shape of a door. Maura and Laura probed it with magic, then nodded.

“You aren’t answering me,” Nathan said.

Black laughed, then vanished abruptly, as if he was never there.

Squeals escaped Maura and Laura as they shot into the air, held aloft by thick, black tentacles with golden patterns on them. They screamed and fought to break free, but failed.

“What the fuck is this fetish shit, you asshole!” Maura screamed, darkness shrouding her arms as she swung spatial slashes at the tentacles to no effect.

Nathan tensed and reached for his magic.

Only to grasp at nothing. He sensed the magic around him, but whenever he tried to wield it, it eluded him. Black’s domain held a tight grip on his ability to fight back.

Feminine giggles greeted his ears, and a petite woman with long, silver tresses stood beside him. She leaned forward and stared at him with bright golden eyes. The tentacles holding the Twins aloft protruded from her back. Her figure matched that of Kadria’s and she wore similar revealing clothing to the succubus’s old outfit, but with pale skin and a pair of black metal cat ears atop her head.

“Mysteries are like little bundles of chaos, don’t you think?” the girl said in a high-pitched and smug female voice. Nathan immediately realized this was Black. “They contain the allure of the unknown and retain countless possibilities until solved. The less you know about the mystery, the greater the entropy, and therefore it holds vastly more potential. But even as you solve a mystery, it often gives rise to new questions, and new futures. Consider that if there is no such thing as certainty, then knowing everything does not remove chaos.”

Nathan blinked repeatedly, trying to make sense of the jumble of nonsense spouted at him.

Black traipsed across the void, ignoring the shouts of the Twins above him. Or was it her? Nathan struggled to determine what gender, if any, an outer being had. Black’s tentacles did little more than restrain the Twins, and he showed no other hostility toward Nathan.

“I’m not here for answers about all the bullshit you were up to,” Nathan said. “I’m here for me.”

Tilting his head to one side, Black struck his palm with one fist. “That you are. But have you considered that I brought you here for my amusement? That’s what chaos does ultimately amount to. I need new things and new experiences. When you spoke with my friend, you peppered him with numerous questions. I know without a shadow of a doubt that you have more for me. Mysteries that desire to be solved, and with those answers, your future and that of your world will be forever altered.”

Nathan scowled. That confirmed a fear of his.

Merely learning more about outer beings and the actions of them changed the future. A lot of what he’d done while trying to save Doumahr had been because of what he’d learned about the beings behind the Messengers. What other actions would he have taken without that knowledge? Would he have failed drastically?

He glanced at the white void behind him.

If he walked through that door, he could avoid any traps Black set out for him. Although he’d have to collect the Twins first.

Loud thunks indicated Black had deposited them beside him.

“Fuck you!” Maura screamed at her old boss as she stood up. “Also, why the fuck are you a girl, now?”

Black shimmered and turned into a bronzed succubus with an identical figure to Maura and Laura, and even the same dress. Except his hair, clothes, and eyes were white on one side and black on the other.

“I can be anything that my Messengers are,” Black said, his voice still feminine but closer in tone and accent to that of the Twins now. “So, Nathan, will you leave and forget what you came here for? That means you will tackle your future without any external aid and battle the tides of chaos as an aspirant with no guidance.”

“I’ve had little guidance my entire life,” Nathan said.

“Perhaps, but enough to make a difference. I’m not asking for much.” Black’s mismatched eyes gleamed. “A conversation. Amusement. Questions.”

Nathan clenched a fist. “Maybe getting answers was enough for other versions of myself. But I already said I’m not here for that. What do I get for amusing you? If I play along, I get nothing. You talk about guidance, but you haven’t offered any.”

Black blinked. Suddenly a pair of scales appeared in one hand. He deposited tiny, solid gold question marks on one end of the scales, and blue flames flickered above the other. Despite the weightlessness of the fire, the scales remained perfectly balanced.

“A deal, then,” Black said. “You entertain me with the mysteries you’ve doubtlessly chewed over during our confrontation in the past. Take your time if you need to wrack your memory. There’s plenty here. You’ll step back out and only seconds will have passed. Then, depending on the quality of your questions, the entertainment they provide, and how insightful you’ve been as to my actions, I’ll reward you with what you want. Assistance.”

Maura and Laura’s jaws dropped. Nathan gulped.

He knew better than to trust his greatest foe, however.

“Define assistance. I refuse to accept a deal that turns me into a Messenger,” he said.

“Yeah. This seems like a blatant trick,” Maura said.

“Obvious monkey’s paw bullshit,” Laura said.

Black clicked his tongue and the scales vanished. “Please. My bargains are always transparent, even if they’re weighted in my favor. I am no hack who needs to rely on duplicity, lies, and intentionally misinterpreting ambiguity. Your eyes won’t fall out when I grant you immortality. How do you want me to assist you in your… ascension, Nathan?”

“Knowledge,” Nathan said. “I don’t want some strange injection of power or magic. But there are things I don’t know, and I don’t know how feasible it might be to learn them outside of leaving Doumahr.”

“That day may come regardless.” Black smiled. “You are a being of stability and freedom. But if you’ve already brought peace, then those principles battle one another. Maintaining stability often means sacrificing freedom, and those who are free often sabotage stability. Only in an already unstable environment can you truly prosper.”

“Spare me,” Nathan grunted. “Do we have a deal?”

“Of course.”

It almost seemed too easy.

But that had always been the true mystery behind this outer being. For all that Omria’s power opposed him directly, so many of his actions made little sense if Nathan paid careful attention.

Asking him directly about that seemed like a mistake. Black embodied chaos, and admitted he was here to be amused. He wanted Nathan to unravel the mystery through his questions. How annoying.

Fortunately, Nathan had chewed over these questions numerous times these past six years. The time had come for him to get answers from the very being responsible for his torment and the death and destruction that haunted his life.


CHAPTER 20


“Let’s start from the very beginning,” Nathan said. “Why did you let Sofia escape from your grasp to begin with?”

Black blinked. He then changed appearance and took on Sofia’s succubus form, which caused the Twins to scowl at him.

“He didn’t let her escape,” Maura said. “He failed to contain her after she slipped the leash.”

“Yeah.” Laura narrowed her eyes. “Or do you and the goat think this was all some big plot?”

“I don’t know about Kadria, but I’ve struggled to believe Sofia pulled this off without being noticed,” Nathan said. “Very little of what we did went without notice. Atlas seemed to be several steps ahead. Elite Messengers snuck in months before we noticed them, and had directives and missions that worked toward an esoteric plan that they often disagreed with or didn’t understand. The moment we won, your portals were cut off. How could this be the same foe that let Sofia slip away and create a massive goddess system that stopped him dead?”

Black laughed, and Nathan hated that it was Sofia’s voice he used. “Observant. Impressively so. It’s so curious how the same person, even split from the one timeline that created this new archetype, can be so different. But it’s true. I didn’t let Sofia escape.”

“Bullshit,” Nathan said.

“Hmm.” Black tapped his lips. “It’s difficult to explain this, as your view of everything comes from the Messengers. To them and you, everything is happening at once, yes? You met Artemis and she knew of all these alternate versions of you she’d put down. It seems as if we can peer through the infinite worlds and see the future.”

“I mean, you can.”

“Literally,” Maura said. “We do that. Did that, with Nathan. This isn’t even the exact same world he came to with the goat ages ago. I accidentally yanked him to a new one when Laura fucked up and vaporized him. Or, uh, nearly vaporized him.” She frowned.

“Those are closely tied branches of the same world. At this very moment, I’m talking to an infinite number of Nathans where the only differences in the conversation are slight pauses or tiny changes in word choices,” Black said. “These branches, and those you used, can only exist because Kadria brought Nathan to an alternate world in the first place. If she never did that, this entire branch of worlds wouldn’t exist.”

“Um, duh?” Maura’s face screwed up. “I don’t get it.”

Black sighed. “Let us take a step back. We can see events throughout the multiverse. But for us to see them, they have to have happened. There’s no time travel. Even though I exist outside time and space in this void, I cannot see the future. All worlds exist with temporal linearity. Things happen one after the after within an individual world. Until Sofia created the goddess system, I wasn’t aware of it because until she did anything, those worlds didn’t exist and I couldn’t perceive them.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “That also applies to my world, doesn’t it? When the partner saved Artemis, he implied what was happening here may be so rare as to only happen a single time in the infinite multiverse. You didn’t have perfect knowledge of what was going to happen, even if you could make good guesses… Probably because similar worlds had already burned out.”

“Close enough,” Black said. “Does that answer your question?”

“Uh, I barely followed that, and I’m the one who studied physics in a world that actually understands it,” Maura said. “What?”

“Sofia had to go rogue before our boss knew about it, and once she went rogue, she’d already become a system,” Laura said. “But I’m not sure that answers the question. Like, couldn’t you already have known she was up to shit?”

Nathan nodded. “You knew about Kadria’s and Atlas’s plans. So, again, why did you let Sofia pull it off? Did you underestimate her?”

Black stared at him. Again, he changed appearance. This time taking on Fyre’s appearance, but with jet-black wings and black sclera. Her red eyes gave her a truly ominous gaze like this.

Oddly, when he next spoke, it wasn’t with Fyre’s voice, but Kadria’s. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Some mysteries are best when they remain unsolved. But I will tell you that I desired for Sofia to create the new archetype. Can you guess why?”

“Food,” Nathan said. “I guessed that ages ago, when hearing about the past stories of what Messengers did before they became bogged down here. Before, they’d head off and handle a quick mission in some random world, then go to another. After Sofia, Messengers got stuck on Doumahr for an eternity.”

Black’s eyes glowed and he laughed. “All too right. That was the beauty of Sofia’s creation. An infinitely reproducing set of worlds that provided endless entertainment and sustenance, all under my control, without other outer beings competing with me. Of course, I didn’t need it to be… quite so large. The need for my partner’s aid was unexpected.”

How absurd. Nathan’s home had been part of a feast for this monster, intentionally created like the cooks at the palace prepared buffets.

Sofia had done her best to escape her old boss, but instead aided him. Endless millennia of struggling, all to serve him up more food than she’d ever managed while working for him.

“If Sofia helped you, what did you do with her after taking her back?” Nathan asked. “For that matter, can she ever come back?”

“Not quite a mystery, but I suppose you are curious.” Black sighed and sat on the desk, stretching one of Fyre’s legs across it. “Sofia isn’t dead. In fact, she still exists in the archetype you broke free of.”

“Because there’s a trillion, billion other worlds where she doesn’t give in to you,” Laura said.

“Yes, and she’ll continue fighting me. As for her fate? Well, I have to reward my most dutiful and industrious Messenger, don’t I? She voluntarily returned to the fold.” His eyes gleamed with menace. “And no, she can’t come back. Our final ‘battle’ created a new archetype when it severed Sofia from the goddess system.”

“It… what?” Nathan asked.

“Hold the fuck up, the goddess shit is still in place. I can feel it, and there are like three of the prophets flitting around,” Maura said.

“The system can exist independent of Sofia. I have little interest in it, so you can discover its workings on your own time.” Black’s face showed visible boredom. “But Sofia can’t return to your world, even if I brought her back as a Messenger. She’s been excised at a fundamental level in a similar manner to how Messengers cannot interfere with their pasts. Sofia can only exist in my grasp if she’s taken from your world. That’s a fundamental truth of your entire archetype.”

So they’d created a new archetype. Kadria had explained long ago that archetypes were distinct clusters of worlds within the multiverse. The two versions of Doumahr, pre- and post-Omria, were separate archetypes, but all worlds with Sofia had been a single archetype broken up into cycles.

Kadria’s plan had been to create a new archetype by leveraging Omria’s power to repel the Messengers and therefore break the cycles. Looks like she had truly succeeded, and it had expelled Sofia once and for all.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t expelled Black and his minions.

“I’ll ask the big question I know you want me to ask,” Nathan said, and Black grinned. “Was this all set up in advance to capture Sofia and close off the old archetype? You just admitted it got too big. I’m certain you’ve grabbed her before, but Sofia seemed desperate to get me to work with her. There aren’t many races on Doumahr left, and she was using strange means to re-use humanity and the faeries.”

“Oh, you think I planned all of this? The entire thing?” Black raised an eyebrow.

“Not down to every nail, but you let Kadria enact her plan and overlooked Sofia’s backups for a reason.”

“Oh, shit. I forget about that,” Maura said. “Sofia signed back up with you after we kicked her ass at the Spires. For you to do that, you had to know about the pool at Fertheim. And you ambushed her at Lake Elysia.”

“Indeed.” Black grinned toothily, creating an expression Nathan never wanted to see Fyre make. “Sofia backed herself into a corner, as a poor chess player tends to do. She already wanted to avoid using the beastkin, because of their terrible magic ability, but the faeries sealed that option off. It’s difficult to explain this, but Sofia’s only option became to try to fork the cycles, something she had never tried before.”

“Fork the…” Laura and Maura looked at each other.

Nathan had no idea.

“I said this would be difficult earlier.” Black sat on the edge of the desk. “Sofia and I exist outside of time and space, even if she only does so within the system. Whenever a new cycle started, she would take over the prophet and steer things directly. In video game terms, it was as if she was playing a single save game and simply going back a little bit at a time when she made mistakes until she finished each cycle.”

“Oh. Yeah, I get that,” Maura said, and Laura nodded.

Nathan stared at Black in utter confusion.

“Kadria explained the chess analogy once before. Imagine you can take back individual moves or start over,” Black said. “Sofia kept taking back moves until she won the cycle. Unfortunately, her ‘game’ when she ‘won’ the faerie cycle meant they were aware of the prophet system and sabotaged her future plans. She could go back to that game and try to play it again, but it would have undone the faeries and humanity, and she still had to win, create a new cycle, and not have the faeries be aware of the prophet system.”

“In other words, a lot of hard work,” Nathan said.

“More than that, I actively stopped her from succeeding. I was cornering her, and couldn’t risk her escaping my trap. This is the same problem she faced with you. Once you and Kadria created a new cycle, it forced Sofia to rely on Charlotte or else attempt to fork the cycles again. That made her desperate. You were something she’d never seen before. Her pride prevented her from handling you correctly, and she panicked as she learned how many mistakes she’d made in the past.”

“Her pride?” Maura sneered. “Sofia had no fucking chance with Nathan.”

“Eh, I reckon she would have been fine if she or Charlotte just met him and fucked,” Laura said. “We could have kicked her out if Charlotte came up to him… maybe. And if Sofia tried to beat Nathan with mental magic, she would have been totally wrecked by his cock.”

“Yeah, I realized that later,” Nathan said drily.

Sometimes he wondered how differently things might have played out if he’d given in to Sofia’s taunting and pretended to side with her in the mansion at the wedding. She’d been far weaker than he anticipated at mental magic.

“So, this was all a scheme?” he asked Black.

“Perhaps.” Black smiled. “But Atlas already made that clear, didn’t he? And you knew most of this.”

Nathan nodded. “Tell me, then, were you aware of me before Kadria brought me to this world?”

“Not this world,” Maura reminded him.

Black’s eyes widened, and he immediately changed form. He finally took on a male form, this time that of a middle-aged man in a long black coat that fell to his ankles. He held up a magnifying glass for some reason and smoked a pipe.

“Closer and closer,” Black said. “No. You weren’t on my radar at all prior to Kadria’s intervention. Even though I see everything, I don’t literally process everything. We’re sometimes called outer gods, but we’re not gods or omnipotent. Your world had many oddities, however, and I expected some variation of it to be the starting ground of the plan. But you weren’t a stable enough element to consider.”

“Because I changed between worlds,” Nathan said. “You and everyone else were watching Gareth, my father, Maylis, Reine⁠—”

“Not quite those names,” Black interrupted. “Some of them you probably recognize. They were Bastions you fought or defeated. Ruthless, brutal, and zealous. I assumed the sort of man Kadria would need was one who had already forsaken the goddess, with a trail of human wreckage behind them.”

“I had a trail of human wreckage behind me.” Nathan scowled. “Just not of Champions I mind-raped into submission.”

“Which made you such a curious choice. Do you think those other Bastions would have stopped after Sen or Sunstorm?” Black smirked.

No. For that matter, Nathan worried about what sort of world those monsters wearing human skin could have created.

“To be honest, it would have failed,” Black said. “And I know this, because other Kadrias eventually did uplift some of those others. Do you know what happened in every case?”

“They did horrible things and failed to actually protect anyone before you crushed everything anyway?”

Maura and Laura winced at his cold tone. Their hands rubbed his back.

“No. Kadria turned them into her puppet within a year or two, but couldn’t create a prophet with an empty Bastion,” Black said. “The requirements for what occurred in your world are so specific it’s highly improbable what happened. Which is exactly why it happened.”

That sounded like nonsense. Nathan ignored it.

“Then I’ll ask the final question, so I can get you to help me,” he said.

Black leaned forward, the magnifying glass over his face. Somehow, Nathan still couldn’t remember his features.

“Did you actually want to consume me when you sent all the dominions and Sofia after me, or was that merely a lie, and your true plan was to pressure me so I’d become an outer being?” Nathan asked.

Maura bared her teeth. “He definitely wanted to kill you, Nathan. Turn you into a meal.”

“Did I?” Black grinned.

He turned into a carbon copy of Nathan, only with mirrored colors. His voice was that of his father’s however.

“It’s a fun shot in the dark. Illuminate me on why you think I cared so much about you, when I knew nothing about you?” Black asked.

“Your plan to corner Sofia could never have succeeded without somebody gaining the sort of power and magic I did,” Nathan said. “You just said it. The requirements were specific. It wasn’t merely an ally Kadria needed, but one with a specific mindset and skills. They were required because anything else failed. I’m not here purely because I’m ‘special’ as much as I’m the survivor of an infinite number of experiments. Any Nathan who couldn’t develop mental magic lost to the Twins. No spatial magic meant I fell short against Thanatos or countless other foes. Refusing to work with the Twins and accept Messengers meant the civil war would consume the world. I could go on.”

“I’d love if you did, but you’ve made your point. That doesn’t mean I didn’t want to destroy a threat.”

“Then why not do it now.” Nathan held his arms out.

The Twins screeched and wrapped themselves around him, attempting to summon magic to defend him.

Black stared at him. Seconds passed in silence.

Then he smiled. “Not every mystery needs a perfect solution. Instead, I will tell you that the best plans are those that account for chaos. No matter how events played out, I won. If you or Kadria failed, I consumed your world. If Sofia tried to claim you, she fell to you, but you weren’t strong enough yet and I still overcame you before you created a new archetype. If, somehow, Sofia defeated you, I still owned her. Should I defeat you at Lake Elysia, then I consumed you. And now?”

“Now, you have a rising outer being in your neck of the woods, just like the partner,” Nathan said. “That’s why you’ve been holding back your invasions lately, other than to test me. If you really wanted to turn me into a meal, you’d be trying way harder.”

“Or maybe I just know when to quit. I got my consolation prize with Sofia, and there’s little to gain by harvesting an unripe fruit.” Despite his words, Black’s grin held too much insincerity. “That was your final mystery, wasn’t it? I suppose it’s time for knowledge.”

Nathan opened his mouth to ask, and instead felt immense force crash into his mind. He collapsed to the floor.

“Nathan!” the Twins yelped.

Ideas and concepts flowed through his mind. Names of areas within the ‘void’ as he’d thought of it, including entities he’d brushed against in the past. Vast domains of ascended magic laid out before him, far more complicated than what he’d worked with before.

One of them, quite notably, was the life magic he’d discussed with Maura earlier. While most of the spells were vague or incomplete, this one appeared to be finished.

“That should be enough to keep you busy for a century or three,” Black said. He clapped his hands. “And consider that my parting gift, girls. You’ve been wonderful employees, but all good things must come to an end. Perhaps we’ll meet again. Perhaps we won’t. But that’s the fun of it, isn’t it? Not knowing. I do so look forward to all the surprises you and the world you’ll create will spring on me, Nathan.”

The halo of light that illuminated the void vanished, leaving just the white void doorway behind Nathan and the Twins. Black was nowhere to be seen or heard.

“Let’s go home,” Nathan said.

He and the Twins held each other and walked back through the doorway.

The instant they fell through it and back into his bedroom, Fyre’s screeching greeted his ears. The following minutes weren’t much better, as other Champions and knights reacted, including Eris. Soon, half the city was up to find out why the incarnation of Omria had summoned massive glowing wings over the palace.

Nathan had some explaining to do.

The next morning, after he snuck in a nap, he noticed the inky black door was gone. His usual mental doorway remained in Alice’s bedroom, as well as elsewhere in the palace for his Champions to use to access the mental gateways. Black’s invitation appeared to have vanished forever.

His knowledge had not.

The answers to questions Nathan had pondered were interesting, but ultimately meaningless. Or so he told himself. Knowing how much of his life and the entire existence of Doumahr had been at the mercy of some unimaginably powerful being was something he couldn’t unlearn.

Practicing some of the new magic he’d learned didn’t provide immediate benefits either. Ciana scowled at him for most of the next day, even as she tested his life magic to summon food and drink he’d never seen on Doumahr or from the Messengers.

But he couldn’t simply snap his fingers and accomplish everything.

“Guess knowing is only half the battle,” Maura said. “How much did he stuff in your head, anyway?”

“Too much,” Nathan said. “I don’t even plan to mess with some of these domains of ascended magic. Modifying the nature of chaos itself is too esoteric for me to get my head around. Some of the mental magic aspects terrify me. The magic theory goes over my head, and there are domains about tweaking the fundamentals of reality. I think that part relates to how Sofia created the goddess system to begin with.”

“She had to be good at something, I guess,” Laura said.

More than anything else, Nathan had wanted to know what being an outer being meant. How could he use his magic to take control of things, just as he had in the war?

None of that was here.

Or, perhaps, the absence meant as much as anything Black could have given him. The partner had said he’d named them outer beings, which suggested even whatever they were, it wasn’t like they were a race.

Just like he had to face the trials and travails of the world, he’d have to discover for himself what he was becoming.

If he’d gotten an answer, Nathan wondered if it would have made a difference. He wanted to shape his own future.

“You’re lucky you returned at all,” Kadria growled at the three of them, sitting cross-legged nearby in a Royal Champion’s uniform for some reason. “Even if that door connected to this world like a portal, our old employer could have crushed you before Fyre intervened. The risk was absurd.”

“Please, it’s fine.” Maura waved the other succubus off. “Nathan’s got the power to knock us all up. You’ll look great with a huge belly.”

“Don’t fucking joke as if everything we worked toward wasn’t at risk.” Kadria ground her teeth.

“It was a risk, but it paid off,” Nathan said. “I had a lot of hints from the way you’ve spoken about him to know he probably wasn’t going to do anything.”

“Except eat you,” Laura suggested.

“Bitch, you were the one who said he’d be safe!” Maura grabbed her sister, and the two began fighting.

Kadria sighed as she watched them, then snuck up behind Nathan while he watched the Twins. Her arms slid around him in a hug.

“If you do something stupid like that again, talk to me first,” Kadria mumbled. “I haven’t been the best partner lately, but I still want to be yours.”

He held her hands and looked back at her. Her face burned deep crimson. How rare was it to see Kadria this adorable?

That afternoon, the ruckus he’d caused overnight came back with interest. His kids all piled on him in a receiving room. Word had spread from Eris and the servants that he’d done the wrong thing and gotten punished.

“Are you going to fight Shiva for a month, Dad?” Mio asked him while sitting on his lap.

“I don’t think that’s a punishment for Papa,” Raissa said. “Maybe he has to help cook Mama’s meals.”

Nathan shuddered, and the girls giggled. In the corner, Fei bared her teeth at her daughter.

“You’ll eat just as much one day,” Fei said.

“Will she?” Artemis asked. She moved a knight on a chessboard. “Check.”

Fyre clicked her tongue as she pondered the board, while Alice watched them.

“I’m not being punished,” Nathan said.

“Yet,” Alice added.

“Oi,” he said, glaring at her.

“We’re still discussing the matter. It sets a good example for them if you don’t get away with being hot-headed and stupid.”

“Yeah, leave that to us,” Sen said.

“Don’t encourage him.” Alice sighed. “Even the Messengers agree you did something very foolish, Nathan.”

His daughters bounced around him, giggling and playing, while he held one or two of them on his lap at a time. His Champions shuffled in and out over the course of the evening. It was as though they’d decided to sit on him so he couldn’t do anything dangerous.

The peace settled into his bones. Listening to Mio and Shiori argue with Artemis after they knocked over the chest set, Lin shout and giggle after tackling Raissa, or his Champions natter away about their day and the palace gossip allowed his worries to melt away.

Today felt like any other day for the past several years. He’d worked himself up yesterday and doubted himself. It hadn’t amounted to much.

He remained Nathan von Straub, born Nathan Martel, the protector of Doumahr.

Eris pouted as she lost a game of chess against Fyre, who did her best not to look too proud after losing to almost everyone else today. Ciana pet Fyre on the head, earning herself a scowl.

“It’s so hard to see so many moves ahead in chess,” Eris said as she set the board back up. “Papa, how do you do it?”

“Experience,” he said. “You play a lot.”

“Ehhhh.” Eris stared at the pieces. “Hey, Papa. If you could play chess and take back moves, do you think you could ever lose?”

“Do you think you could beat me?” He looked over and smiled at Eris, while Lin practiced summoning water in a glass in his lap.

For some reason, almost everyone in the room looked at the two of them. Eris screwed up her face in concentration as she looked between the chess board and her father.

“Not you. Not yet,” she said. “But Papa, what if you could take back moves? Do you think you’d ever lose?”

Alice snorted and held a hand to her face. The other Champions smiled.

“Maybe,” Nathan said. “But you get better at chess, and most things in life, by doing it the hard way. Although, sometimes, it doesn’t hurt to knock the board over and start over.” He winked at Eris.

“Don’t teach her that,” Ciana said, but she smiled at him all the same.

As Ciana doted on Eris, distracting her from his words, Nathan pondered them.

He’d knocked the board over and started over once already. Despite his concerns, and the troubles he still faced, there was no way he wanted to try that again. Not after all he’d achieved.

There had been no magic answer to his problems behind the inky black door. Only more questions, just as Black had said mysteries tended to provide.

Nathan would need to find the time for all his loved ones and children between his work by himself. Compared to defending Doumahr, he suspected it would be a lot easier.

This evening, he held his daughters close and enjoyed himself. Only a fool would waste the days he had with them while they were little like this.

END OF EPILOGUE
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