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Chapter 1

The golden buckler Kanae had commissioned from Rog and Lina was finally finished. Its design was simple. Two wings and a tail sprouted from the central dome, more for ornamental purposes than anything else. Although lightweight at only a modest two pounds, Kanade probably wouldn't be able to wield the buckler properly until a few more years. In the meantime, she should be able to play around with it.

In addition to being incredibly tough having been made out of an ancient dragon scale, Kanae spent a pretty penny getting it enchanted. The buckler granted the wielder a boost in physical defense. Channeling magic into it also activated an effect that reflected projectile spells.

"I really can't thank you two enough. Kanade's going to love this!" Kanae exclaimed.

"Hehe. We hope she does. Now, dear. Perhaps it's about time we start thinking about having a child of our own?" Lina grabbed Rog's arm and smiled.

"Uh… I'll leave you two to it then." She hurried out before the couple started trying for a baby.

Kanae flew to the manor with the buckler in hand, eager to bring a gift to her daughter. Upon arriving, all she found was Arenade in the living room. The high elf was lounging on the couch, drinking a glass of wine, and still wearing the golden crown. Servants gently fanned her from each end of the couch. Another one entered from the kitchen with a platter of bite-sized snacks.

Across from Arenade, a painter was in the middle of painting her likeness on a large canvas. Large. Like the height of an ogre large and needed a step ladder to reach the top.

"You're getting a painting done of yourself while looking like a slob?" Kanae folded her arms.

"Slob? Excuse you. Royalty looks more regal when they are able to enjoy a nice, relaxing day. You should get a painting done, too! Oh, of ourselves together! Then one with the kids! Where's your crown?" Arenade asked.

"I put it away, because I'm not trying to flaunt my status like you. Have you had that on since I got it for you?"

"N-No…"

When Kanae checked the progress of the painting, it was maybe a third of the way finished. The details so far were very good. Arenade must have paid a fortune to hire this painter.

"I think I already know the answer, but I should still ask: did you want to come with me and my hall to Savir? We're on a mission to find the Knight of Red," Kanae explained.

"Count me out. My divine skin doesn't agree with the desert. This guy also charges by the hour, and I'm in the best shape of my life to have my painting done. Bring me back something nice from Savir though! I hear Bravost has the best jewelers in the world thanks to an abundance of gemstone mines," Arenade said.

"I'll consider it… Where's Kanade? Her shield is done, and I want to give it to her before I leave." She showed Arenade the buckler.

It turned out that neither Suvee nor Kanade were home to begin with. Arenade told her that Gretchen Redbaron had taken them out to a small park in Brighton. Kanae flew out to meet them. The three were easy to spot from above. They played in the grassy knoll with other children in a game of tag.

Suvee had the untransformed Shifting Steel affixed to her belt. That was progress, compared to when she had it out all the time as a weapon. Gretchen supervised them from a distance like the watchful caretaker she was.

"Haven't gone back to Ehmvier yet?" Kanae asked as she landed next to her former enemy.

"I actually intend to leave tomorrow. As Inquisitor, there are still many small Ortesian cells for me to hunt down. I'm only here to spend one more day with the children before leaving. Oh, and is that in your hands what I think it is?" Gretchen glanced at the buckler Kanae was hiding behind her back.

It was then that Kanae realized she was beginning to feel anxious. Would Kanade like it? What if her daughter hated it and wanted something else? Suvee, too. Would her other daughter feel jealous? Or maybe it might cause a rift between both girls?

Before Kanae had a chance to chicken out, Gretchen hollered for Kanade and Suvee. They came flying over with big smiles on their faces.

"Mom! Gretchen says you're going soon. Have fun in Savir!" Suvee slammed into her with a hug.

"I'm not going for fun, Suvee. But thank you." Kanae smiled.

Gretchen cleared her throat.

"Oh, uh…" Kanae put Suvee down and sucked in a deep breath. "I have a gift for you, Kanade."

"Me?" Kanade gasped.

"Since Petyr gave Suvee a magical weapon, I thought it was only right that you have one for yourself. So, I had some good friends of mine make this for you." She revealed the golden, dragon scale buckler to her daughter.

Kanade hesitated to take it at first. Her eyes glistened with the same shimmer as the round shield. She finally slipped it onto her left wrist. Suvee was jumping for joy, showing excitement in Kanade's stead.

"It's so cool! It's so cool! I have a weapon, and you have a shield. Watch out, world!" Suvee drew Shifting Steel and transformed it into a short sword. Just as quickly, Gretchen scolded her into putting the weapon away before she accidentally hurt someone.

Normally, Kanade was always hard to read. Even as her mother, Kanae and Arenade could never tell what Kanade was thinking or how she was feeling unless explicitly told. Today, however, there was joy written all over her face. Those deep blue eyes were slightly wet.

"Thanks, Mom." Kanade flew up and threw her arms around Kanae. "I'll take good care of it."

"I know you will." Kanae squeezed her daughter back, then wrangled in Suvee who had been fidgeting to join.

The four of them stayed out to play in the park together until the sun began to set. Kanae gave Suvee and Kanade a kiss on the head, then sent them off to head home with Gretchen.

On the morning of the following day, Kanae and four members of Amethyst Hall, Petyr Stormcloud, Edina Hackett, and the succubus twins Alicia and Claudia, were ready to leave. Rown carriages awaited them at the bottom of Aidenhall. Renya Rown was among them, since it would be her ship they intended to sail to Kandis on.

"I don't get it. Why can't we just fly there instead? My dragon can get us to Savir in a jiffy," Edina, the kleptomaniac necromancer, said.

"Sure, but we wouldn't know where to start when we get there. While Arenade and I were in Kandis, we met Vizier Duran. He's the cousin of Sultana Dudula, who rules Bravost and might get us a lead on Red's whereabouts," Kanae explained.

As the party of five approached the Rown carriages, Renya bowed graciously to greet them.

"Friends!" Renya grinned. "I shall be accompanying you into Savir!"

"Fuck you, scoundrel." Petyr walked past her and entered the carriage.

"We're off to a great start," Edina whispered.

"What did you do to piss off Petyr?" Kanae asked the pirate lord.

"Ah, about that. My corsairs may or may not have raided and harassed the Ortesian fleet during the war. Their multi-deck galleons couldn't catch up to my sloops and frigates even if they tried! I may also have quite the reputation back in the empire." She erupted into a purposefully loud laughter so Petyr could hear.

Hopefully both of them kept it civil during the journey…

"Amethyst, wait!" Saint Priest Camilla Rudeux came running over, waving a hand to get their attention.

"Camilla?" Kanae turned to meet her.

"I learned from the Grand Eye that you're going to Savir! Do me a solid, will you? Give this rapier to my little sister Kara if you see her. Feel free to use it in the meantime! It grants you a special martial skill called Flurry of Thrusts!" Camilla handed Kanae her beautiful and thin blade.

Kara was Camilla's younger sister. Kanae still fondly remembered the young beastling adventurer she and Arenade met in Kandis. Parting with this rapier must mean a lot to the Saint Priest. The last time Kanae saw Camilla do battle with this was during Gretchen's rebellion. She cut through people like butter.

[Flurry of Thrusts: Take a stance and level the point of the blade at your foes. A single thrust will create echoing thrusts that strike several more times in quick succession.]

"I'll make sure Kara gets this!" Kanae promised.

They climbed onto the carriages, but since Petyr hogged one for herself, the rest of them had no choice but to pile into the other. The journey was a relatively peaceful one. Attacks from monsters and bandits were quickly repelled by Edina's undead.

The caravan made a day-long stop in Lograin. Edina somehow convinced Petyr to join her at Dead Man's Gamble. Meanwhile, Kanae, Claudia, and Alicia availed themselves of the many brothels in the Carnal District. Prostitutes, who had grown accustomed to serving succubi due to the large Sisters of Sin presence in Lograin, welcomed them with open arms. Open legs, too.

Some of them finally got to spread their wings when they reached Port Kandis and boarded Renya Rown's flagship, the Songstress. Kanae flew alongside the ship as it sailed along the coast for Kandis, the Sapphire Jewel. Vizier Duran probably wasn't going to be happy about seeing her again so soon.

"Kanae!" Alicia leaped off the deck and soared beside her. "It seems my poor sister is seasick. Too bad for her. Flying over open waters feels great."

"It really does— Wait. Did you just call me by my name? You're usually so good about referring to me by Amethyst or Knight-Commander," Kanae remarked thoughtfully.

"My tongue slipped." She snapped a hand to her lips and blushed a little.

Kanae felt a little mischievous. She bumped Alicia, only for her to grin and do the same. The two ended up in a wrestling match that sent them plummeting into the ocean. When they resurfaced, the ship was speeding away from them. They clamored to catch back up and were out of breath by the time they did.

A few of the sailors on deck sighed. They probably didn't want to be the ones to inform Captain Renya that two people went overboard.

Kanae and Alicia made themselves comfortable on the cross beams of the ship's main sails. The bright sun quickly dried them. Alicia gently kicked her feet and gazed into the distance.

"Have you ever wanted to just spread your wings and fly as far as you can? I do. Always. Sometimes, I wonder why Labelle and Ambrosia even stay with Mother. She's always been so suffocating." Alicia sighed.

"I went to live alone as soon as I was old enough. It just felt natural. I hope my kids do the same, but I mean, I also wouldn't mind if they wanted to stay with me," Kanae said.

"The difference is, you're a good mother. At least from what I've seen." She gathered her hair and wrung out what little moisture was left.

"Kandis, ho!" a crewman from the crow's nest yelled.

The Songstress let loose a bellowing horn to signal its arrival. A squadron of harpies flew up to the ship. One of them locked eyes with Kanae and gasped.

"Tell Vizier Duran that Kanae Toyomi is back!" Kanae shouted.

They veered off to do just that.

When Kanae and Alicia landed onto the deck, the others had already emerged from below. Claudia stumbled out with a hand pressed to her mouth, looking green and nauseous. The ship hit a few bad waves pulling into the docks, and that broke the camel's back for her. She raced over to the edge and hurled. Worried, Alicia went to rub Claudia's back.

The ship moored at the docks, and Renya immediately started directing the crew to lift the carriages from the cargo bay. Claudia threw up again as Kanae and Edina passed by her, descending from the gangway.

"Sheesh. I thought I was bad with water. So, this is where you and Arenade had your honeymoon, huh?" Edina asked, staring up at the tall Cerulean Palace in the distance.

"Yep. And the fennec beastman storming up to us in a panic right now is Vizier Duran." Kanae pointed ahead of them.

The fennec beastman was joined by a large number of palace and Kandis city guards. He did not look happy. Not in the slightest.

"You! Haven't you caused enough trouble the last time you came? First you take the precious relic. Now you… you…" Vizier Duran faltered when Petyr descended from the ship. "Is that who I think it is? Oh, no. Not that monster!"

Petyr lifted Duran up and threatened to throw him off the docks. "Monster? That's quite the difference in reaction compared to when my house and I came for vacation years ago."

"Well, you ain't beating the allegations with that attitude!" Edina cackled.

"Vizier Duran, I'm going to take you up on your offer. I need you to give us an introduction to Sultana Dudula. Do that, and we might consider helping her," Kanae explained.

His demeanor brightened up. "Truly? Yes! Yes, of course! But you will not go alone. My cousin has grown paranoid, and she won't accept visitors unless it is through her trusted inner circle. I will accompany you, but I have a few matters to take care of in the city before leaving."

Kanae motioned for Petyr to set the vizier down, and he rushed back to the Cerulean Palace with his entourage. For the time being, they paid for a room at an inn. Petyr, of course, got a room for herself to avoid sleeping next to succubi.

"Whew! It feels good being on solid land again!" Claudia let herself fall backwards into bed after vomiting out her entire stomach earlier.

"What's the matter? I thought you liked being in pain?" Kanae teased.

"That's the wrong kind of pain. The kind that I don't wish on my worst enemy!" she retorted.


Chapter 2

While the others were out, Kanae stayed back at the inn and inspected Camilla Rudeux's rapier. The long and thin blade was able to bend. It was made out of some kind of extremely resilient material that no amount of force could snap the blade. A beautiful silver guard protected the entire hand, and an emerald pommel that emitted magic capped off the end of the hilt.

There were enchantments on this weapon that the Saint Priest had neglected to mention. For one, when Kanae swung or thrusted with the rapier, any resistance in that moment vanished and allowed her to complete an attack faster than expected. She also felt much lighter on her feet, capable of bouncing as if at a fraction of her own weight. Normally, her boobs— though not as massive as Arenade's— were in the way. While wielding this rapier, they were negligible. The weapon's attacks also scaled with DEX, and Heightened Haste made it hit much harder.

"Hmm." Alone, Kanae decided to make a few practice swings. "Hyah! Take this! En garde!"

The rapier whistled through the air. Kanae hadn't swung any other weapon than her whip in ages. Ever since she started wielding both Lust from the Matron's Regalia set and a wand, there hadn't been a need for a sword. She had sold the crystalline sword from the crystalback rhinodon. Maybe it was about time to buy another weapon to wield, much like how Minestra wielded one in each of her four hands.

Although, Kara Rudeux wasn't in Kandis anymore. She, Seven, and Theena had gone to Savir when Kanae and Arenade left. Until then, however, Kanae might as well put the rapier to good use.

"Hehe. You think you can escape my blade? Think again!" Kanae thrusted forward just as the door opened.

Petyr Stormcloud stared down the point of the blade, unimpressed and lips curled up tauntingly. Kanae went red up to her pointed ears and slowly lowered the rapier down.

"Playing with a new toy, I see. I might not be able to escape a rapier's reach, but be careful you don't poke your eyes out." Petyr sneered.

"C-Can we pretend you didn't see that?" Kanae stammered and returned the weapon to its sheath.

"Where are the others, and why haven't we left for Savir yet?"

"Edina dragged Claudia and Alicia to a casino. I'm not trying to gamble my country's wealth away, so I stayed behind. We're also still waiting on Vizier Duran to get ready in the meantime. If you're bored, feel free to fool around in the city," she insisted.

Petyr clicked her tongue. The high elf spun around to leave. Kanae realized a second later how bad of an idea it was to let her go off alone, especially a high elf originally from Ortesia, and so chased after her.

They got as far as the front of the inn when a finely-dressed human man stopped them. Doubled over and panting heavily, he lifted a hand to ask for a moment.

"Vizier Duran has an… urgent request. He is nearly ready to leave, but a problem remains. We noticed some suspicious harpies entering the city under the cloak of night a day ago. The vizier suspects they are agents of the Harpy King. Could you possibly root them out before his and your departure for Savir?" the man asked.

"Well, I guess we have something to do after all." Petyr cracked her neck.

"Tell him we'll keep an eye out, no promises. Kandis is a big city after all," Kanae said.

The vizier's servant thanked them, bowed, and hurried back towards the Cerulean Palace.

The two set off into the streets of Kandis. A warm and salty ocean breeze blew across the city. It occurred to Kanae that this was the first time in a while since she and Petyr had been alone together.

"My successor to Knight of Gold shows promise. You did well to pick Wendy Ironspear. She's competent. Time will tell if she can hold a candle to the legacy I left behind," Petyr said.

"The legacy of being a traitor?" Kanae asked, only to be lifted up by her neck by an angry high elf. "Ack— Sorry! I'm sorry! Wendy's going to do great… She has a heart where it matters!"

Someone suddenly bumped into Petyr. She dropped Kanae and grabbed the stranger's hand without hesitation, shoved them to the ground, and pressed a heavy boot on their chest.

"What happened?!" Kanae panicked.

"A pickpocket. In Ortesia, we lop off a foot as punishment instead of a hand. You want to know why? We leave you with both hands so you can steal again, but with one less foot, it's going to be harder for you to run. When we inevitably catch you a second time, we take your hands!" Petyr was about to smash the thief's foot with her hammer until Kanae stepped in.

"HOLD ON! This is a little too cruel for my liking so early in the afternoon!" she exclaimed.

"Wait, wait, wait! I swear I wasn't trying to steal from you. I'll fucking confess, alright? Someone paid me to slip something on you instead! This wasn't worth ten gold coins. You're fucking nuts. Here… take it!" He tossed a piece of paper at Petyr, and she let her foot off for him to run away.

Kanae leaned in to read the note. Her jaw dropped. It was a hastily-written letter asking Petyr to kill the succubus next to her. In return, the Empire of Ortesia would forgive Petyr's failures during the war. The note had to have come from high elves skulking around in Kandis somewhere.

"Hmph. They think to bribe me back to their side. It might just work." Petyr crushed the letter.

"Excuse me— what?!" Kanae backed away.

"I jest. I know better than anyone that Ortesia doesn't forgive. House Redbaron was stripped of their titles, their representative removed from the Lord Council, and shamed for Gretchen's failure and betrayal. Besides, I have my sweet incubus boys waiting for me back home. Ortesia wouldn't even consider letting them near the empire," she explained.

Denial was a powerful thing if Petyr still refused to acknowledge that the incubi were actually adults… Oh, well. Whatever it took to keep the empire's greatest knight on Kanae's side instead.

At any rate, this was beginning to go down like when Kanae and Arenade were last here again. Ortesians and agents of the Harpy King in Kandis. If she recalled correctly, Ortesia wanted to bridge an alliance with Cerberus, one of the three Sultans of Savir. Did they still?

Kanae lifted her gaze and discovered someone suspicious staring at them from behind a palm tree. Their eyes met, and he pulled the cloak farther down his face before taking off.

"Petyr, over there!" Kanae pointed.

They chased the runner through the busy Kandis streets. Kanae took to the air to track him. Meanwhile, Petyr… was shoving everyone out of the way as she barreled through the road. She punted one man into a tomato stall, ran through some poor woman's cart, and sent animals fleeing away from her.

Hell, Petyr was causing more havoc than anything else right now!

Kanae flew right above the man and torpedoed downwards. She slammed into him, and they both went rolling across the street.

"Did you catch him?" Petyr came around the corner, her brows drenched in sweat.

"This guy was watching us when the other one tried to slip you that note," Kanae said.

Petyr picked the captured man up off the ground, lifting him off his feet. She pulled his hood away and revealed an older canine beastman. Fuzzy white hair protruded from his nose and ears. Coarse fur stretched across his frame like an old carpet.

"I ain't saying shit!" he snarled.

"Good. I was hoping to beat it out of you." Petyr pressed the head of her hammer to his jaw, and the metal began to glow with holy energies.

"What are you doing?! There are other ways to make someone talk! Like me, a succubus! With compulsion magic?" Kanae exclaimed.

Never had someone looked more relieved than the man they just chased down. On the other hand, Petyr groaned as if Kanae had taken away her thunder.

"Fine. Do your nasty succubus magic. But I better not feel it brush over my skin." Petyr didn't release him, and instead stretched the arm holding him in Kanae's direction.

"Time to answer some questions," Kanae said and casted Charm on him. "Are you working for the Ortesians? Where are they? And what do they want?"

He nodded obediently. "I am. The high elves are laying low at Silk and Velvet, a fancy ass inn on upper Kandis. They saw you coming in yesterday. Had me find some bloke on the streets to pass a letter to the tall high elf. What do they want? Beats me."

What they wanted was written in the note given to Petyr. The man was just a middle man and nothing more to them. Kanae motioned for Petyr to let him go. He wasn't going to be a problem while under the effect of Charm.

Silk and Velvet was the most expensive inn in Kandis, catering to the nobility and royalty of the world who visited. Of course, those high elves from Ortesia booked a room there…

"Chances are, they're going to be watching when we get close. We can trick them by having you pretend that you did take their offer and turn on me," Kanae suggested.

"Sounds good. But you're going to need to look the part of having been beaten half to death," Petyr said.

"You just want to beat me up, don't you…" She took a step back.

Petyr grabbed Kanae before she could escape.

"I won't smite you, but I will hurt you. Grit your teeth, BITCH!" Petyr clenched a fist and smirked.

The pummeling left Kanae groaning in agony. She couldn't switch on Masochist either, otherwise the Ortesians were going to suspect something. Her face was bruised up now, and she had a left black eye. Fortunately, all her teeth were accounted for.

Still charmed, the canine beastman led the way to Silk and Velvet. Petyr followed close behind him with Kanae hoisted onto her shoulder, feigning unconsciousness.

"Hey… that 'bitch' right before you punched me felt personal…" Kanae croaked.

"It's just your imagination," Petyr said.

They entered Silk and Velvet without stirring up much of a commotion. Much being the key word here, given that a high elf was carrying a succubus like a sack of potatoes. The inn was incredibly lavish. Its entire first floor was a lobby, furnished with leather seats, beautiful woven rugs, and servants going around to offer guests complimentary snacks. The centerpiece was a massive fountain with a large pillar emulating a waterfall, and statues of harpies at each corner stretching out their wings as if bathing themselves.

The many guests here were unsurprisingly of a wealthy class cut from a different cloth. People of great power and riches mingled with each other. Many looked Saviran by their turbans and looser fitting attire. Others, Kanae recognized from Radevic and Lograin's noble class.

Their guide, the charmed beastman, walked up to a suited receptionist human man and cleared his throat.

"Imperials are expecting us," he whispered.

Kanae had no choice but to trust Petyr. But she could feel the receptionist's eyes burning into her. Eventually, he calmly urged them to follow him upstairs. They climbed several flights of stairs, and Kanae was beginning to feel nauseous. When the ascent finally came to an end, the man rapped his knuckles on a door.

"Your guest has arrived," the receptionist announced before returning downstairs.

The door swung open, and numerous gasps erupted around the room.

"I'll be damned!"

"Petyr Stormcloud actually followed through?"

They strolled into a large suite, and Petyr let Kanae down on the soft carpet floor. Her eyes were closed shut, but she felt some people's footfalls draw close to check.

"I'm disappointed that you all fell for such an obvious trap. The Ortesian army is clearly in need of some sterner discipline. Starting with your failure!" Petyr boomed.

What is she planning?!

A deafening explosion rocked the entire suite. Kanae snapped upright to find a gigantic hole in the wall and fresh air rushing in. Only a couple of high elves remained in the room. One was dangling off the floorboards. The rest were knocked out in the streets and buried under rubble.

"WHAT DID YOU DO?" Kanae gasped.

"Getting results. How long were you planning to pretend to be unconscious for anyway? We were already inside," Petyr sassed back.

"I feel like I let you beat me up for nothing…" she groaned into her hands.

The ones up here weren't getting up any time soon. Below, however, a couple were already climbing back to their feet. Kanae and Petyr hopped down just as they were beginning to run away, cutting off their escape route.

"Damn it. Petyr must be under the succubus' control!" an Ortesian muttered.

"No, I'm not. Watch." Petyr pushed Kanae hard enough that she stumbled into a pile of debris.

"You could have proven that doing literally anything else!" Kanae retorted.

Their feet grew chilly. A tomb of ice encased them up to their waists. An Ortesian mage who had casted the spell sneered, then beckoned her fellows down the other direction of the street.

Undeterred, Petyr simply walked forward to shatter the ice block. Kanae pointed her Ring of Scorching Ray at her feet and fired a jet of flames. The intense heat melted the ice, and she was able to break herself free.

Both of them caught up to the Ortesians at an intersection. Another group of people appeared to be confronting them. Harpies, actually. Many harpies, who brandished their weapons and claws at the high elves.

"That's far enough, Ortesians! The Harpy King doesn't like you butting in to our affairs. Stay away from the Mutt if you know what's good for you!" an owl harpy man warned.

"Get out of our way! We're already being chased! Those two cunts are— ah…" The same mage from earlier glanced back and choked on her own spit.

When the harpies followed their gaze to Kanae and Petyr, they also went paler than a ghost.

"How about you take care of the Ortesians, and I'll deal with the Harpy King's agents?" Kanae suggested.

"Gladly." Petyr infused her hammer with a Smite. "Now, did I hear that right? One of you low-brow, lesser house imbeciles that couldn't swallow enough shit from the greater houses, just called me a bitch."

Fear in their eyes, the Ortesians made a desperate final stand. Petyr smited each and every one of them. The harpies spread their wings, but before they could launch into the sky, Kanae casted Mass Charm. She compelled them to furl their wings and sit on the ground.

Very soon, Kandis guards rushed in to seize control of the situation. They placed both the high elves and harpies under arrest, including the Ortesians left unconscious at Silk and Velvet.

"You're that succubus from last time! This better not be a regular occurrence!" A guard captain, who must have been there for her last street fight, threw his arms up in exasperation.

"I swear, I'm not doing this on purpose! Besides, your Vizier is going to be glad we foiled Ortesian and Harpy King infiltrators," Kanae explained.

"Oh. Well… Alright then… I'll let Vizier Duran know what happened here. Carry on…" he muttered before escorting the prisoners away by wagon.

The sun was beginning to set. Kanae and Petyr had been out for a while now. They headed back to the inn, where the other three seemed to have returned ahead of them.

Claudia was lying in bed with a dead look of defeat. Meanwhile, Edina was counting a stack of coins over at the end table. Alicia, on the other hand, looked perfectly content reading a book about common dangerous dire beasts in Savir.

"I don't need to even ask to know that Edina drained Claudia dry, and not in the sexual way either," Kanae said on the way in.

"I'm never playing poker against Alicia ever again. I can't read her poker face. As for Edinny… I know she's not cheating, but it sure as hells feels like she is…" Claudia sulked.

"Ah, you'll get the hang of it." Edina grinned, then turned to Kanae and Petyr with a start. "The hells happened to you two?"

"We did the vizier a favor, but I'm pretty sure Petyr hurt me more than anyone else today." She sighed.

"Kanae's overreacting. I did no such thing." Petyr folded her arms.


Chapter 3

Vizier Duran visited Kanae and her party at the inn they were staying at later the next day. He had a few choice words for how they handled the situation at Silk and Velvet. While grateful for them having rooted out both Ortesians and agents of the Harpy King, he wasn't happy with the hefty repair bill for all the damages to his city.

"I'm having second thoughts about whether you were the right choices…" Duran pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed.

"Well, we're already here. Either you bring us into Savir, or we'll be going there ourselves. This necromancer over here will take every opportunity to show off her undead dragon." Kanae thumbed over to Edina, who waved back to the vizier with a grin.

He lifted both hands. "Now, now! You still have my gratitude— and my ire for taking away the relic. My own preparations are complete. If yours is as well, then we're ready to depart. I understand you wish to make the journey on foot? A prudent choice. There are no ports into Savir. There is one coastal city under Avanesse rule called Sultan's Wake, but they turn away ships. And with tensions rising, I can't risk setting foot there. Our only course is to make landfall at the coastal border between Savir and your city-states, then journey through the Arkesian Wastes."

Kanae felt like she had heard that name before. Weren't William and Analise Bellevue of Arkesian descent? There must be other humans like them living in those deserts then.

Their journey recommenced first on one of Vizier Duran's vessels, much to Claudia's dismay over the prospects of being seasick again. It was a smaller ship than the Songstress, intended for speed rather than luxury or transportation. They loaded the Rown carriages onto this new ship and had to tie them down with a significant amount of rope on deck.

Renya, not one for being a passenger, politely commandeered the ship and captained it herself. That almost caused a fight to break out between her and the vizier's men, at least until he told them to stand down. They sailed for a day and a half through relatively calm waters. Fog rolled in from the open sea, but not enough to reduce visibility. Occasionally, Duran tensed up at the sight of fishing boats in the distance.

They approached land in the mid-afternoon of the following day. Kanae flew up to the helm, where Renya steered the ship in the direction of a derelict stone wharf. A small, abandoned town sat adjacent to it.

"What do you think, Renya?" Kanae asked.

"As a pirate or as a legitimate sailor? I don't like it. You don't leave a port, big or small, empty. Hells, the capital of Ortesia is one giant port. Don't quote me on this, but if I was still living my piracy days, this is a prime spot for an ambush. Either our tiny friend is leading us into a trap, or he's just that stupid," Renya explained.

Kanae fully trusted Renya Rown when it came to this sort of thing. At the moment, Vizier Duran looked completely nonchalance, even a little eager to be on land. All that panicked fidgeting during the trip at fishing boats must have lulled him into complacency. Still, an empty village could mean anything.

"Claudia, Alicia. You two fly to shore ahead of the ship and sniff out any ambushes. Edina, soar behind us and check if there's any ship tailing us," Kanae ordered.

"Aye, aye!" Edina leaped off deck only to land on her undead dragon, veering off in the direction they had come.

Meanwhile, Renya called all hands on deck to raise half of the ship's sails. As the vessel slowed, Claudia and Alicia beelined it for the port.

"Color me impressed by your initiative." Petyr climbed up to the helm, eyes fixed on the sisters closing in on shore. "For all of DeSalle's inadequacies, he did know all there was to seafaring. During the onset of the invasion, we weren't sure how Port Kandis and Radevic would respond to us. He answered that by sending smaller ships with our strongest knights ahead to clear the landing. Snuff out any ambushes. Can you imagine if we neared port and faced a volley of cannon fire?"

"I guess I'll keep that in mind the next time Ortesia invades," Kanae bantered.

"What's going on? Why have we slowed?" Vizier Duran rushed over in a huff.

Right then, booming explosions and snapping wood sounded off in the distance from the stern side of the ship. Kanae heard Edina's distinct cackle.

Renya pulled out a large, fancy spyglass for herself and offered Kanae a much smaller and simpler-looking one. Both of them peered towards the commotion. Edina was laying waste to three small ships. They turned to look at the village. Claudia was in the middle of paddling a couple of asses, and Alicia had charmed nearly twenty people to their knees. Renya's hunch turned out to be right on the money.

When the ship pulled into the docks, Claudia and Alicia welcomed their landfall with a large group of prisoners under the effects of Charm. Both of them flashed triumphant smiles.

"They were lying in wait inside the town! I didn't even know there were any until Alicia sniffed them out. Ahhh~ Watching my lovely sister go to work on them made me so wet…" Claudia panted.

"They also confessed that three ships are under their employ," Alicia added just as the necromancer returned.

"Three? You mean five ships?" Edina asked.

Kanae and Duran broke out in cold sweat, wondering if Edina had destroyed two innocent ships in the crossfire.

"Ahaha! I'm just screwing with you. There were only three. Roughed up the ships enough that they won't be sailing anywhere," she explained.

"I can't believe there was an ambush waiting for us here… I've used that port to move goods to and from Savir for years…" Duran deflated like a balloon.

Claudia lifted the chin of a captive to face her. "Turns out they're just pirates though, paid and bought by yours truly, the Harpy King. Their orders were never to act unless they see you, Sultana Dudula, or something important being transported."

"That monster has spies everywhere… What hope does my cousin even have?" The vizier shuddered, his fine tan fur standing on end.

"Snap out of it." Kanae slapped him across the face with her tail. "The difference is, we're here now. We've foiled him at every turn so far, and that's going to keep happening."

"Well, okay then… You didn't need to hurt me to tell me that. I have ears!" He rubbed his cheek and frowned.

They carefully brought the carriages down from the ship using old cranes on the docks. Fortunately, the rickety contraptions held up. The party was ready to commence their journey into Savir at last. As for the captives, Alicia ordered them to jump into the ocean before ending the effects of Mass Charm. Whether or not they were able to swim to safety wasn't their concern anymore.

Since languisteeds and marsteeds weren't suited for traveling through the deserts, Renya had exchanged them out for large bull-like beasts when they were in Kandis. Their tough, leathery gray skin insulated them from the heat, and four-pronged hooves enabled much easier travel over sand and dry ground.

On their way out of the abandoned town, Kanae eyed north. A vast savanna stretched behind them, and beyond that were the many villages and townships under Radevic's rule. South, where they were headed, was a series of looming canyons and deep valleys.

It reminded Kanae of the canyons she had seen in magazines before, when she was still living on Earth. The Grand Canyon being among them. However, the Arkesian Wastes didn't used to be a gorge. She had recalled reading about this in one of the many books Dalu'luna Mello had given her. This used to be a massive tributary like the Devil's Veins in Hellfire Badlands.

The Arkesian people, a human ethnic group, once made their homes here when it was a forest. Countless years of erosion and Savir's deserts gradually creeping north turned it into the Arkesian Wastes. Some of those humans moved north for new, fertile land. Some stayed and adapted.

Kanae awoke after a long nap sticky with sweat. Her book slipped from her lap when she stretched. It skidded across the cabin floor until Alicia snatched it up and returned it to her. The carriage they were in jostled every now and then, likely from rolling over rocks or uneven terrain. She opened the window and winced at the dry winds blowing in. The sun felt closer than it did back in the Commonwealth. Its searing rays scorched the landscape.

Few living things thrived here. A lizard crawled out of a cluster of desert grass, stuck its tongue out a few times to taste the hot atmosphere, and then returned to the comforts of shade. A ribcage from what used to be a gigantic monster, the bones bleached white from the elements, was slowly being claimed by the sand. Occasionally, the shrill cry of carrions in the sky echoed from canyon to canyon. Rocky outcrops, half-buried in sand, cast some shadows over the road. It provided some semblance of relief whenever they passed underneath them.

Kanae dared not open her mouth to yawn for fear of losing any moisture from her body. A grain or two of sand flew into her eyes, and she hid back inside.

"Savir sucks. Why would anyone live here?" Kanae groaned, wiping the sweat from her face.

"Not all of Savir is like this. It isn't entirely a desert. I would appreciate it if you didn't make ill-informed comments about my homeland," Vizier Duran said while fanning himself.

"Kanae, I'm hungry~" Claudia groaned. "The tiny beastman doesn't look appetizing, and Petyr won't let me have sex with her…"

They had been traveling for days. Kanae was getting peckish herself. The same must be true for Alicia. Renya was the only one down for a good time, but she wasn't enough to feed three true succubi and a half succubus. Maybe they should have kept some of the captives back at the port, but hindsight was 20/20.

"You can always drain from the burden beasts," Kanae suggested.

"Don't you dare, you perverse creature! They are how we get to Bravost!" Duran retorted.

Claudia shrugged and sighed. "He's right. Also, the rest of us aren't into monsters like you and Hildy are!"

The carriage lurched to a sudden stop. Edina, who had been sound asleep, was thrown from her seat and landed on the floor.

"We've got company!" Renya exclaimed from outside in the driver's seat.

A stampede of heavy footfalls surrounded the carriage. Kanae heard yipping and shouting all around them. Their carriage shuddered and shook. All at once, the shaking stopped. It sounded like, whoever they were, halted in unison.

Someone approached them from behind the vehicle and threw open the doors. They came faced to face with a bare-chested centaur man, whose body was marked with red and black paint. Behind him were other centaurs, minotaurs, beastmen of varying races, and some humans painted in the same pattern and colors.

"Alright, northerners. Surrender your belongings and no one gets—" The centaur took one good look at them and choked on his own spit. "S-Succubi… Uh. Have a good day."

He slowly closed the doors.

The succubi burst out from the carriage and made short work subjugating their would-be raiders. There were only a little over a dozen of them.

Dinner had fallen into their laps, and they feasted to their hearts' content. Kanae had her fill of a black minotaur man, whose fat cock made a mess of her pussy. She continued pounding their hips together even after he had already let out a massive load.

"Yes!" Kanae cried after he gushed into her again. "Minotaurs are my favorite! Your people are as hung as a horse, and you have strong, thick hands to hold me with. Come on, squeeze my breasts! Harder! Aaahhh!"

"I… can't… I'm… uurk…" The minotaur shot his final load and passed out.

"Whew." She sighed with pleasure, but tensed up when a shadow loomed over from behind that glared with the intensity of the Saviran sun.

"Are you quite finished?" Petyr kicked Kanae off the minotaur's dick.

It was then that Kanae realized Petyr had already beaten up Edina and Claudia— though Claudia looked like she was in a world of pain and bliss from the bulge on her head. Alicia was nowhere to be seen, likely having gone into magical stealth to avoid the paladin's wrath.

"We were hungry! Did you want us to starve?" Kanae exclaimed.

"Yes," Petyr answered curtly.

"Why did I even bother asking you? Listen, these are the first signs of people we've come across. They probably know somewhere we can stay," she explained.

"Lucky for us, they do have a camp nearby." Alicia had an arm around a human woman, whose glossy eyes were evidence that she was charmed.

They placed the rest of the raiders under their compulsion. Their huge beasts were oxen with protruding spines on their backs. Vizier Duran called them gorkanocs, or gorks for short. Crescent horns grew from the sides of their heads. Although fearsome, they were quite docile. One of them mosied away to munch on a shrub of desert grass.

With the charmed raiders' help, Renya had them fix the gorks to pull on the carriages instead. She climbed onto one and gave a thumbs up. As their reluctant caravan began to move, Kanae noticed Edina was missing. The necromancer had skipped off to an enormous pile of bones in an attempt to raise it from the dead.

"Edina, you know you don't have the mana for that…" Kanae said as she flew up to her.

"A necromancer's gotta try! If I just had the nigh-infinite pool of mana from the original Pillar of the Damned… Hnnngghhh!" Edina made herself look constipated trying to seize control of the skeletal remains.

After a few minutes of straining herself, Edina ran out of mana and fainted. The gargantuan remains were still inert and unmoving. Dust shook loose from the ribcage, but that was about it. Kanae hoisted the squirreling onto her shoulders and went to catch up with the others.


Chapter 4

The addition of raiders and gorks had increased the size of their convoy. They probably didn't look like a good target for other would-be bandits anymore, not that a group of succubi were easy pickings to begin with. Kanae, Claudia, and Alicia had their fill of the bandits all the way to their encampment.

In the distance, a small town was coming into view under the shadow of a large, rocky outcrop. Spiked wooden fortification surrounded the area, guarded by rough-looking bandits. Other packs of gorks were fenced in and fed cactus or bundled-up desert grass. Many teepees and yurts were arranged around campfires, with people seated beside them roasting game meat. Some of them saw Kanae and her party coming, so they reached for their weapons. There had to be maybe a hundred of them.

"S-Succubi? Hey, hey, hey! What's going on here? Where's Zep?" a beastman jackal shouted, brandishing his spear at the carriage.

Kanae, who was sitting on the back of the foremost gork, shrugged at them. She exchanged glances with Renya on the other gork.

"Is there someone named Zep with you?" Renya rapped her knuckles on the carriage.

They shuffled around inside until the side door swung open. Claudia hopped out of the carriage first holding a leash. She gave it a good yank, and a naked, one-eyed dark elven man fell flat on the ground. When he picked himself up, his fellows from the encampment gasped.

"Mmmh! Nnnghh!" The dark elf named Zep tried to speak helplessly with a ball gag in his mouth.

"We're looking for shelter," Kanae said, not at all fazed by the many weapons pointed at her. "You can either offer us hospitality, or we can compel you to do so."

"Go fuck yourselves! You're just going to drain us to death. Is that the hospitality you want from us? There's a hundred of us. We'll take our chances against two succubi!" the bandit exclaimed.

Alicia groggily descended from the carriage and stretched both arms above her head.

"A th… third succubus changes nothing!" he added hastily.

Petyr kicked open the door from her own carriage and stepped out. She propped her warhammer against one shoulder and glowered at them.

"This just keeps getting worse and worse. What's an Ortesian doing here?!" The beastman gulped.

"We also have a necromancer sleeping in the back. Do you want to risk waking her up with a fight?" Kanae smirked.

"Ah, fuck. This is above our paygrade. Dudula can go fuck herself," he said.

"Wait!" Vizier Duran poked his head out of the carriage window. "What's this about Dudula?"

The tense atmosphere shifted after the vizier had shown himself. Claudia released Zep from Charm and gave him his free will back. The dark elf, while peeved about having been under a succubus' control, had his people stand down.

Kanae and her party found themselves in the hospitality of mercenaries. They sat around a smoldering fire inside a large yurt. To her surprise, they were served coffee to drink.

"I can't believe we were traveling with Sultana Dudula's cousin this entire time… I had my ass reamed by that damn succubus' paddle!" Zep complained.

"Hehe. Sorry~ Your booty just looked like a beautiful canvas that needed a shade of red and purple!" Claudia laughed until Alicia nudged her in the side.

"We're actually on our way to Bravost when you attacked us. Who exactly are you guys and what's your relation to Sultana Dudula?" Kanae asked.

"As you already know, I'm Zep. I run the Sandstriders. We're mercenaries. We also smuggle whatever the highest bidder needs moved between the Three Jewels of Savir. Smuggled. Recently, Sultana Dudula's put us all under her payroll, including that of other mercenary groups, bandits, raiders, and low-lives alike. Heh. Freed a whole lot of us from the dungeons, enough for a small army," he explained.

"My cousin did?" Vizier Duran gasped.

The dark elf Zep was a handsome dark elven man. Of course, not as handsome as Kanae's husband, Noah. Zep wore a loose cowl, and his curly black hair draped down no farther than his chin. His features were sharp, accentuated by high cheekbones and a strong jawline. He wore a silver piercing on his left nostril and another on the corner of his left brow. Although he lived in an extremely dry place, his skin was surprisingly smooth and well-hydrated.

In fact, every one of his bandits looked healthy, fed, and equipped with decent armor and weapons. If what Zep said was true, then Sultana Dudula must be getting desperate to have relied on and paid criminals for help.

"We want to get to Bravost, and to get Vizier Duran there safely. Maybe the Sandstriders can put their smuggling skills to use and ferry us there?" Kanae suggested.

"No can do," Zep answered promptly.

"And, why not?" Her eyes flashed, readying a Charm spell.

"Now, now!" The bandit leader threw his hands out defensively. "It's not that I don't want to. We can't. There's a sandstorm in the way. Not the normal ones that blow by every once in a while. This is a magical one. A few weeks ago, wind elementals plopped themselves down at the edge of the Arkesian Wastes out of nowhere! No one's been able to pass, and it sure as hells ain't the sultana's doing. Why block the Sandstriders out after paying a fortune for us to work for her?"

A magical sandstorm created by wind elementals, huh? That meant they couldn't fly to Bravost even as a last resort. But they needed to get there one way or another.

First things first. Kanae needed to see the sandstorm for herself. Maybe there was something the Sandstriders missed. Claudia and Alicia accompanied her since they could fly. They also brought Zep along, much to his exasperation.

The vast Arkesian Wastes really were just that. A wasteland. Winding canyons seemed to stretch on forever, and the depths of their valleys had no bottom. Yet despite the barren landscape, there were small pockets of civilization scattered about. Herds of gorks wandered for kilometers in search of desert grass. Tiny critters burrowed out of the ground only to be snatched up by snakes or birds of prey.

"Say… Did I really have to come along?" Zep asked while being carried like a princess by Claudia. "You can literally see the sandstorm from here. It's a giant wall of sand southeast of us!" He pointed into the distance where there was in fact a massive sand wall. "Also, carrying me like this is very demeaning to a man such as myself!"

"You don't like it? Let me put you down then." Claudia let go.

"Wait, what are— AAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!" He plummeted, screaming at the top of his lungs.

"Claudia…" Kanae and Alicia stared at her in disbelief.

"Hold on. These are the most exquisite screams I've heard in a while. Just a little longer…" She leaned her ear into it for a few more seconds, then torpedoed down to catch him.

When they returned, Zep clung to Claudia like a baby to its mother. His hair was all frazzled, and he might or might not have wet his pants a little.

As Kanae and her party neared the sandstorm, the gales grew stronger until it was too difficult to stay in the sky. They descended to the ground, which proved to be just as bad. Sand battered them from all sides. Just trying to speak for a second put more grains of sand in Kanae's mouth than jizz from a blowjob. None of them could hear each other from the screeching gale winds either.

Eventually, their approach stalled. Every step taken was another step back from being blown the opposite direction.

"This is reckless! We have to turn back!" Zep yelled.

"Kanae, Alicia! I'm going to try to fly as high as I can to get to the other side… Wish me luck!" Claudia bellowed the name of a few skills lost to the wind and blasted off into the sky again.

The two watched as the most resilient succubus they had ever known attempted to crest over the sandstorm. It almost looked like Claudia was going to make it— until her wings folded. A tornado-like arm coalesced from the dark winds and swatted her, sending her hurling away out of sight.

"I love my sister. But all that pain she inflicts on herself must have knocked a few screws loose over the years." Alicia sighed into her hand.

"At least we know for sure flying over it isn't an option. How are we supposed to cross this?" Kanae asked.

Thunder boomed from within the sandstorm. Flashes of light revealed silhouettes of towering humanoid forms. Their crimson eyes stared down at Kanae, Alicia, and Zep. They backed away out of instinctual fear from the menacing force of nature.

Pale gray elementals emerged from the sand wall, and with them a powerful gale that almost knocked Kanae and her companions off their feet. However, they were nothing that Kanae expected elementals to look like. The lower halves of their bodies were without legs, and instead made of clouds, tornadoes, or a gaseous mist.

One of them, whose bottom half was a whirlwind of lightning and gale, had a female upper half. Her body was a deeper gray than the others. A single thick braid winded down the back of her head. She wore a necklace with large inlaid gemstones. Embedded into her forehead was a single, crystalline jewel, blue in color and exceedingly beautiful. Pupil-less eyes gazed curiously down at them.

"You will go no further. Do so at your own peril," the female elemental bellowed with the strength of a hurricane.

"I-I think we should listen to her!" Zep cried and hid behind Alicia's back.

"We're not leaving!" Kanae exclaimed, then faced the elemental. "We want to pass. Maybe we can come to a deal?"

"No deals." She snapped her fingers, and a powerful wind blew them back several feet.

Alicia went invisible, only to reappear a second later in front of the female elemental with a dagger to its face. However, the blade phased through like it was air she had stabbed into. Realizing that her attack was meaningless, she dashed back to Kanae's side.

"Hmph. You think to hurt us with physical weapons? Foolish!" The elemental erupted into a boisterous laughter, and the others followed suit.

Even the bursts of air from them laughing had force behind it.

So, weapons were useless then. What about spells? At the moment, the elementals didn't think of them as threats. The female one didn't even retaliate against Alicia attacking her.

"Hmm. Turn Horny!" Kanae casted at the elemental.

"Aahhh!" She shuddered, causing the storms that make up her lower body to intensify.

It worked! The other elementals gawked at their affected companion, who was panting heavily and trembling from pleasure. When she realized it, she quickly recomposed herself.

"I-I don't know what you just did to me, but it won't happen—"

"Turn Horny! Turn Horny! Turn Horny!" Kanae, now joined by Alicia, repeatedly fired their signature succubus spell, rendering each and every one of the elementals in a state of shivering ecstasy.

They rallied to make one more push, but Kanae stored another Turn Horny spell into Doom and casted it as an area of effect with Gloom. All of them collapsed to the ground, their pale faces deeply red and bodies twitching uncontrollably.

The female elemental who had been talking shit to them crawled up to and grabbed Kanae's ankle.

"Your magic… cannot defeat… m-mmmh! Ahh… I can't think straight…" she murmured.

"Stop your sandstorm, or there's more where that came from!" Kanae threatened.

Battering winds slowed to a gentle breeze. The sheer amount of sand kicked up from the gale settled and formed dunes. This must be where the Arkesian Wastes ended, and where the sandy desert of Savir started. Beyond the pile of trembling elementals was an expansive biome of large, rolling sand dunes and cloudless skies.

An even more intense heat emanated from the desert. Kanae shielded her face. She was beginning to wish the sandstorm hadn't disappeared.

"I'm coming back for round two!" Claudia screamed.

Kanae and Alicia turned around to Claudia, booking it at full sprint. Her limp wings dragged on the ground behind her.

"We already dealt with it. What took you so long to get back?" Alicia folded her arms.

"What do you mean what took me? It slapped me all the way to bum-fuck nowhere, and my wings are broken. I had to run all the way back!" Claudia sulked.

Fortunately, Kanae had a healing potion. She plugged the vial into Claudia's mouth. As soon as the succubus imbibed the entire thing, her wings mended itself and were able to flap again.

Someone was missing though. Kanae, Claudia, and Alicia searched for Zep until they found an arm sticking out from under a mound of sand. When they unearthed him, he gasped for fresh air. With the sandstorm gone, they could continue on their way to Bravost.

Kanae and Claudia were about to take flight back to the others when Alicia seemed to have other plans. The succubus kneeled next to the female elemental and caressed her cheek.

"Elementals do not simply take up residence on a strategic road that leads to a large city. Why were you here? Who is your master?" Alicia asked.

"Do you really think they were working for someone?" Kanae, with Claudia in tow, landed back down next to her.

"With 90% certainty. Zep mentioned that the elementals came a few weeks ago. Almost as if… to take precautionary measures against our passage. Now who would want to keep us out of Savir?" she offered.

Kanae figured the best guess would be Cerberus or the Harpy King. However, the external help coming into Savir would only either benefit Cerberus via Ortesia or Sultana Dudula via Vizier Duran. By process of elimination, the culprit had to be the Harpy King.

While they were thinking, the elemental had slipped away and hightailed it into the sky. They were about to give chase when Alicia grabbed Claudia by the shoulder, then plunged a knife into her back.

A whiplash of pain and pleasure assaulted Kanae. Claudia's Project Agony pulsed far and wide, and the female elemental plummeted back to the earth.

"Ahhh~ Pain! Exquisite pain!" Claudia cried as she climaxed.

"You… could have warned us first…" Kanae rubbed her back where she felt the invisible stab wound.

"I hate… succubi… your kind are… the worst…" Zep croaked from the ground.

One among them took it a lot worse than the rest. The mercenary was lying face down in the sand, squealing in agony.

"Don't even think about running away, you sack of hot air. My sister won't hesitate to stab me again, and Project Agony only hurts worse and worse! Actually… Maybe do try and escape, so she hurts me more!" Claudia panted heavily.

"No, please!" Zep yelled desperately. "Just do as they say! I can't take this anymore!"

"Okay, okay! Yes, the Harpy King sent us. He ripped us from the Primal Planes and bound us to his will. We don't know why, but all he wanted us to do was to seal Savir off. That's it. That's all I know!" the elemental explained.

Alicia noticed Kanae's confusion and said, "The Primal Planes are a series of overlapping realms inhabited by living elementals such as these. This Harpy King must have powerful shamans and mystics if he was able to bind elementals to do his bidding."

First Faerealm, now the Primal Planes. Kanae really hoped this wasn't a flag that she would be heading into another world again…

Having learned all they could from the wind elementals, Kanae permitted them to go free. It wasn't as if they had the means to imprison them, and doing so would present more trouble than not.

Upon returning to the Sandstriders' encampment, the four of them were appalled to find the mercenaries giving Petyr the royal treatment. They fanned her with giant feathers, fed her exotic fruits and wine, and massaged her bare feet. She even had a young, beastman boy in her arms like a toy. Meanwhile, Vizier Duran, Renya, and Edina were playing cards with a couple of mercs.

When Petyr saw them, however…

"Tsk. Back already?" Petyr sighed.

"Yo! How'd it go?" Renya glanced up from her cards to ask.

"We did it." Kanae nodded. "The way into Bravost is clear, but Sultana Dudula might have another problem. The Harpy King's putting elementals from the Primal Planes under his service. He was the one behind the sandstorm."

"That is both great and terrible news! We should leave immediately!" Vizier Duran got up, only to have a death knight push him back down.

"Trying to dip out of a losing game, pal? I don't think so. You're down ten grand, and I aim to collect on your losses." Edina grinned menacingly.

"I really should have asked someone else for help instead…" He groaned.


Chapter 5

Kanae and her companions didn't stay put with the Sandstriders for long. Since the obstacle was gone, Vizier Duran grew antsy about getting on the road again. He really wanted to get to Bravost. Kanae didn't even know it was possible for someone to be so anxious. The vizier might have felt somewhat safe in Kandis, but his usual comforts and securities were gone. There was nothing but sand, canyons, and the constant heat cooking them from above and below.

However, traveling through a desert wasn't easy. Kanae was beginning to wish she hadn't volunteered to come to Savir. The blistering sun was unbearable. She would do anything for even the smallest relief from the hot weather. If a mage came by right now and offered to shoot an ice spell at her, she would gladly take that painful hit for some respite.

Too bad they weren't going to get that sort of good fortune in the middle of nowhere. They would sooner run into another sandstorm or face a monster attack.

"I think I got a tan, and not the good kind." Kanae sighed and wiped the sweat from her face. "How are you handling the heat, Renya?"

Renya Rown, their illustrious stagecoach, sat beside Kanae in front of the cabin. She held the reins to a gork that the Sandstriders had kindly given them. The pirate lord and Chairwoman of Rown Company looked perfectly fine in the heat, still dressed in her full admiral regalia, coat, hat, and all.

"What? Oh, I'm handling it just fine!" Renya grinned.

Something was off. Renya didn't have even a single bead of sweat on her.

"Wait a minute… You're a clone, aren't you? The real you is inside!" Kanae opened the slat into the cabin and felt a surprisingly cool breeze caress her.

"Hey, close the window! You're letting out the air conditioning!" Claudia pouted from within.

Renya lounged inside with her long coat and hat off. Her white shirt had been unbuttoned down to show some cleavage. Sitting beside her were Claudia, Alicia, Vizier Duran, and a peeved Edina, whose right hand emitted a chilly wave of magic.

"Are you kidding me?!" Kanae exclaimed.

"Listen, buddy. They forced me. I went from being the world's greatest necromancer to a fucking fan. You think I want this?" Edina complained angrily.

"Someone has to stay outside and keep watch. You volunteered! If one clone isn't enough, I can give you a second for more company," Renya suggested.

"That's not the problem! I thought we were in this heat together! You know what?" She cast Turn Horny into the cabin and slammed the window shut as they erupted into surprised moans. The Renya clone trembled intensely, mimicking her prime self for a moment before vanishing.

Maybe not exactly the same as what Edina was casting, but Kanae did have Hailstorm, a spell gained through Feed the Queen some time ago. She considered the ramifications of casting a spell for the sake of comfort, but the miserable heat convinced her.

[Hailstorm: Call forth a shower of hail to bludgeon foes in a large area with physical and cold magic damage.]

Kanae held Lust aloft and casted Hailstorm down the road. A localized blizzard pummeled the sandy earth with hail and snow, all of which quickly began to melt. But as the gorks pulled the carriage through, the relief of cool air washed over her. Only for a meager ten feet though before the atmosphere returned to its usual sweltering business.

"Kanae!" Vizier Duran knocked on the cabin behind her. "By early evening, we should arrive at a trading post called The Diamond. It's operated by the East Saviran Trading Association, a merchant's guild that has historical ties to my family."

"Great. That means half a day longer in this heat." Kanae groaned.

Thanks to Cursemark of Horniness having been applied to a number of prisoners back in the Commonwealth, Kanae boasted a steady supply of regenerating mana. In any normal situation, she was never going to run out. So, she casted Hailstorm down the road again. The carriages passed through under the comfort of cooler weather. She repeated the spell over and over again, thus temporarily escaping Savir's desert heat.

"Much better~" Kanae smiled to herself and casted another Hailstorm farther away.

"AAAHH! WHERE DID THIS SNOWSTORM COME FROM? IN SAVIR?!" someone shrieked from afar.

Kanae nearly fell off the bench. Someone was out here? First of all, why? Second, talk about unlucky!

Worried for the safety of whoever had been hit with Hailstorm, Kanae headed in the direction of who screamed. Ahead, a broken down wagon sat in the road. One wheel had been broken. An odd kind of red and green fruit with spiky protrusions were strewn all over the sand. Some of them had been squished by crates. A figure was hiding underneath the vehicle, seemingly scanning the skies for any more hail.

Kanae winced at the destruction she had wrought. While not the worst case scenario, it was certainly a terrible situation for the person down there.

"Are you okay?" Kanae asked as she landed.

"Who's that? You better be careful, lady. There's something funny going on here. A freak blizzard just came through! It mangled my wagon, destroyed a quarter of my goods, and scared my ronoas away!" he cried.

"Y-Yeah." She avoided eye-contact. "Those damn freak blizzards sure are spontaneous…"

When Kanae helped the man out, she didn't expect him to be a heavyset beastman. A large, unbuttoned vest draped over his rotund belly. He had big floppy ears, a snout that was flat against his face, and incredibly chubby cheeks. Small tusks protruded from his jaw that couldn't possibly gore anything. Some kind of boar? A porcine beastman race?

The boar beastman picked up a small hat that looked like a red cup with a golden tassel coming from the top. He brushed away a few grains of sand and placed it neatly on his head.

"Please forgive my manners and misfortune. I am Sadul Hadin, a well-respected member of the renowned East Saviran Trading Association! And you, lady harpy?" Sadul asked, extending a hand to her.

"Oh, I'm not a harpy. I'm actually a succubus. I'm Kanae, a Rookie adventurer from Kandis." Kanae introduced herself and purposefully omitted the important bits.

When Kanae took Sadul's hand, he lifted it up to his lips and kissed the back of her knuckles. She noticed then that his own fingers were adorned with rings and jewels. Fake, most likely. None of them had the same luster that she was used to seeing.

"A succubus? It is my first time meeting one. No wonder you're as beautiful as an opal jewel! Wait, why would there be a succubus in Savir?" Sadul rubbed his chin.

"My friends are actually close by. I'll go call them over to help put your wagon back together," Kanae said.

"Thank you so much. I'm in your debt!" He bowed.

Feeling guilty, Kanae flew towards where she had left the caravan. But they weren't there. Nothing but the rough desert as far as the eyes could see. Weird. She wasn't away for long, so they couldn't have gone far.

After flying up and down the road, it became increasingly clear that they had gone off without her. Even stranger, Kanae couldn't spot them no matter how far or high she traveled.

"Uh, oh." Kanae uttered.

Think! Vizier Duran said they were traveling to a place called The Diamond. It was run by the East Saviran Trading Association. The man she met, Sadul, was a member of that same guild. There was a good chance he was headed there.

When Kanae returned to Sadul, the beastman had fixed the wheel back onto the wagon. He was collecting the weird-looking fruits back into the crates now.

"Bad news," Kanae said. "I think I lost my friends. Good news, they were headed to The Diamond. Do you know where that is?"

"Do I? Of course! The only problem is, I cannot— I refuse to leave my goods behind. Would you find my prized ronoas? They are large, flightless birds that walk on two legs. I think they fled west when the blizzard hit," Sadul recalled.

Kanae soared west in search of the birds, and unlike with the carriages, she was fortunate enough to find their tracks in the sand. The constant dry winds were quickly erasing the trail though.

Luckily, it didn't take long to find them. Both ronoas were nesting on top of desert grass they had trampled down. She descended to meet the birds, who towered over her and had legs strong enough to kick someone's head off.

"Alright, you two. I need you to come back with me—" As Kanae got closer, one of them kicked her in the stomach and sent her flying. "Ow…"

If they were playing hard to get, then so be it. Kanae returned to them and tapped her Collar of Domination. One ronoa fell under her control, and she compelled it to follow. The other, not wanting to be left behind, jumped from the nest and pursued them.

Kanae led the ronoas right back to Sadul, who was overjoyed to see them.

"Ah! My beloved ronoas! Thank you, Kanae. A Rookie you may be, but the heart of a Veteran you have!" Sadul gave each ronoa a fruit and hitched them back to the wagon while they ate.

"You'll take me to The Diamond with you now, right?" Kanae asked.

"Take you there? My lady, as a member of the East Saviran Trading Association, I'm a very busy man. You see these fruits? I must bring them elsewhere before I go to The Diamond. But… You are an adventurer. Perhaps you can help me."

"Like a side quest? I'm in!" she exclaimed, eager to do some adventuring again.

"That's great! It's a much smaller outpost than The Diamond. I only need you to stand guard as I conduct the trade," he explained.

That, Kanae could do. She eagerly joined Sadul as they traveled swiftly through the desert. His ronoas turned out to be fast creatures, a lot faster than the gorks. They dashed effortlessly across the sand, despite pulling a mostly full wagon and two people on it, seemingly unaffected by the weight. The ride went fast enough that it offered Kanae a somewhat decent breeze. Granted, the dry winds were making her lips cracked.

Sadul offered Kanae the spiky fruit and called it a dowugut. Supposedly, the fruits were hard to grow and was a regular delicacy for the upper class. They grew on cacti and reminded her of dragonfruit back on Earth. Except these had more pronounced spikes. The dowugut's flesh was juicy and citrusy, a refreshing treat that made her temporarily forget she was in the desert.

As the sun was coming down, Savir slowly became colder. An orange paint brush colored in the bright blue sky. Kanae saw blinking lights in the distance. They turned out to be standing torches and braziers. Sadul rode up to an encampment made entirely of wagons, carriages, and tents. Banners and guards wore the crest of a four-pointed star with different jewels at each end— blue, red, green, and black. A symbol that, Sadul whispered, "designated one employed under the East Saviran Trading Association."

"Halt. State your business," a dark elven guard said.

"Business." Sadul retrieved a silver coin with the same star symbol from under his hat.

Both of them nodded, and the other guard took the silver and pressed a copper counterpart into Sadul's palm. The two stepped aside to let them in.

"What's with the coins?" Kanae whispered.

"The association has a peculiar way of operating." Sadul tucked the copper coin into his hat. "We exchange these coins to do 'business'. When a member performs well, they may be given a coin of higher value to conduct trade in the upper echelons of the guild. When seeking favor, a high value coin is traded for one of lesser value. Our exchange just now was to gain access and skip bureaucratic nonsense. Before leaving, it is my hope to receive a coin of higher value. Oh, and don't think for one moment any of us would consider stealing. A death sentence most cruel awaits thieves."

They entered the encampment to hushed whispers of trade and commerce. Kanae realized real fast that Sadul's carriage was a dwarf compared to the other vehicles and caravans. Around a group of carriages arranged in a crescent, a human man handed a large bag of gold to some beastmen. Two well-to-do elves bartered over a wagon full of silk textiles. More shady transactions were conducted at the fringes, away from the light. A group of cloaked individuals checked on satchels dusted with suspicious white powder.

However, economy wasn't the only thing going on here. Someone sold beer and wine from the side of their vardo wagon. Amidst the chirping insects, two harpies played music from wooden flutes and dark-skinned human dancers performed in front of them. Kanae recognized the dance as the same one Will dragged Aisha into during Arum Taum. They were Arkesian humans.

Sadul drove the wagon up to a duo of hyena beastmen. One was a woman, the other was a man. Both of them wore a brown coat of coarse fur with black spots. The female beastman was a lot bigger than the male next to her though. Their skittish nature had them all twitchy and anxious.

"Hello, Nadia and Nadir! I've brought the goods as promised. Shall we conduct business?" Sadul asked as he descended from the wagon.

"Sadul, you fat pig. Not only are you late, but you brought muscle with you?" Nadia snarled, eyeing Kanae up and down.

"We're not doing business with you until the harpy gets lost," Nadir said.

Harpy?

"Maybe it is best if you step away. This won't take long. But keep close in case the trade goes awry," he whispered.

Kanae got off the wagon and wandered out of sight from them. She was still able to hear their whispers, just not the specifics of what was being said. A subtle glance around the corner, and the three appeared to be in the thick of discussions. The hyena pair were snappy and aggressive, but Sadul disarmed them with his politeness.

It seemed like things were about to conclude uneventfully until Kanae noticed a trio of Ortesians approaching a tent. The hellhound beastman woman, who let them in, looked left and right, as though checking to see if they were followed, then entered after them. Suspicious of what they were up to, Kanae casually strolled over to investigate. She pretended to warm herself up by a brazier when guards passed by. Thankfully, they ignored her. As soon as they were out of sight, she drew closer to the tent's entrance to listen in.

"Sultan Cerberus extends your people an invitation to Avanesse, the Ruby Jewel. How you get there is on you. We won't have a hand on escorting you there. Sultana Dudula's gotten even more paranoid lately, and the Harpy King has eyes on the ground and in the skies," the hellhound said.

One high elf clicked his tongue. "We're the ones who came to this gods-forsaken desert out of the kindness of our hearts, and the Mutt won't even send a welcoming party?"

The hellhound growled and flexed her fingers until sharpened claws came out.

"Call Sultan Cerberus 'mutt' one more time…" she dared them.

"Now, now. Let's not fight," a man's smooth voice urged calm. "Ortesia intends to do right by Sultan Cerberus. We have a plan to hand Bravost and Sultana Dudula over to him, and in time, Elusis and the Harpy King. Your beloved Cerberus shall be the one true Sultan of Savir. I swear this on my name, Zacheriah Lafore of House Lafore, seventh in line to the Ortesian—"

"Hey, what do you think you're doing?" A guard grabbed Kanae by the shoulder and yanked her away.

Shit!

The Ortesians and hellhound woman poured out of the tent with their weapons drawn. Several more guards rushed over, too. From afar, a larger squad of high elves were pushing their way through. They were far too many for her to fight alone.

"Get that succubus! You, hurry and drink this!" Zacheriah shoved a potion into the beastman woman's hand.

Of course, they had anti-succubus magic potions.

"Mass Charm!" Kanae placed everyone except for the Ortesians under her control, including the hellhound who was too slow to drink.

A massive fight broke out between the Ortesians and those who had been charmed. In the meantime, Kanae returned to Sadul and interrupted their transaction.

"K-Kanae? What's going on? What's that commotion over there about?" Sadul stammered.

"We got to go! Now!" Kanae yelled.

A screaming trading association guard flew across the road, crashing into a tent. The drakeling dragoon who punted the poor guy met Kanae's gaze.

"Over here!" he shouted.

Kanae shoved Sadul into the back of an empty covered wagon which had its own ronoas hitched to it. When the hyena beastmen tried to stop them, she charmed the two into a frenzied bloodlust to fight the incoming Ortesians.

"Go, go, go!" Kanae whipped the ronoas with Lust.

They let out a screech before bolting through the camp, knocking over stands and stalls. People jumped out of the way to avoid them. Guards, who thought better than to stop a vehicle running at full speed, decided against intervening.

However, the Ortesians didn't give up. They commandeered beasts from merchants in the encampment and gave chase.

"You're not getting away, succubus!" Zacheriah bellowed from atop one of Sadul's ronoas.

"Damn it. I don't want to hurt your birds, but… Conjured Caltrops!" Kanae fired a spell that sent metal spikes across the ground.

The ronoa skidded to a halt, and the abrupt stop threw Zacheriah off its back and him into the caltrops. He rolled around in pain and only made it worse for himself. His fellow Ortesians dismounted to help him out.

A squadron of harpy guards belonging to the trading association pursued them from the air. They hurled javelins and fired arrows. One arrow struck the bed of the wagon next to Sadul's head. He went white as a ghost. Things flying in the sky were harder to stop, but she had just the magic spell.

"Hailstorm!" Kanae created a magical blizzard that pummeled them and their projectiles away, forcing the harpies to give up the chase.

Their wagon sped off under the cover of night.

Everything had gone terribly wrong, but by a stroke of luck, Kanae learned of a plot to dethrone Sultana Dudula and hand Bravost to Cerberus. Now, if she could just rejoin the others at The Diamond.

"That was a close call, wasn't it? Whew!" Kanae heaved a sigh.

"Kanae… the spell you cast just now… Hailstorm? It looked suspiciously like the blizzard that struck my carriage," Sadul said with a simmering fury underneath his kindly visage.

"Er…" She deflated and figured it was better to confess. "Sorry. That really was me. I-I was just… trying to cool myself off?"

The furious beastman loomed over Kanae menacingly. Sadul pulled his pants off to reveal a fat, corkscrew cock that was dripping with precum. The sight of it made her salivate from between her legs.

"Everything was going fine until you showed up!" Sadul shoved his dick into Kanae, knocking the wind from her lungs and making her see white. "I just needed to deliver the fruits, get paid, and rise in the guild! Then you came out of nowhere and destroyed some of my goods. If that wasn't enough, you ruined the trade deal! You're going to pay with your body, succubus! I'm going to make use of your slutty body as recompense!"

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Aaahhh! I'll do whatever you want to repay you, just…I need to get… to… The Diamond… mmmh! I'm cumming! Aaahhhh!" Kanae howled like a bitch in heat.


Chapter 6

It was the middle of the night. A fire crackled nearby to provide warmth and ward off dire beast predators. The moon and stars were never clearer than in the deserts of Savir. They were so close, it almost felt as if one could reach out and pluck them from the cosmos. Amidst the chilly evening, Sadul Hadin was scribbling into a notebook and muttering to himself.

"Hmm. The last stop earned another hundred gold. Not the best haul, but it's something. That totals to a little over a thousand tonight. Still a long way from recouping the losses of my dowugut harvest. I also have to factor in diminishing returns of patronage and risks. Those merchants likely won't be around tomorrow. Might have to try making friends with the mercenaries. If I recall, they came to a surplus of wealth from Sultana Dudula. You hear that, you succubus whore? I'm going to prostitute you to some mercenary groups. And keep sucking! I feel those lips of yours are tiring. I might have to use your cunt next."

Sadul slapped Kanae hard on the ass while she was sucking his dick. The impact left her shuddering in ecstasy. Both cheeks were already red from being smacked all night, as well as the constant pounding she had been taking. Not wanting to disappoint him, she redoubled her efforts in blowing him to satisfaction.

"Yesh, mashter~ shllrrp… shlluurpp!" Kanae picked up speed, deepthroating his stringy cock and massaging his balls.

Soon, the beastman let loose an unflattering grunt as he climaxed. Thick, gooey cum with the consistency of jello poured into Kanae's mouth. She swallowed it all and trembled.

For the past two days following the incident at the small trading outpost, Sadul had made Kanae his personal sex slave and prostituted her out, even going as far as parading her bare naked wherever they went. This was how he intended for her to repay him for all the troubles she caused. They traveled to all the regular spots that merchants gathered, often for the sake of safety in numbers to make would-be bandits think twice.

Sadul solicited acquaintances, friends, and business associates. Of course, Kanae being a succubus gave many of them pause, forcing him to lower the price enough to tempt potential customers. When someone accepted— and a lot of travelers did— he accepted their payment and sent them into the carriage where Kanae was waiting. For the next half hour, the stranger did with her as they pleased. The more perverse patrons paid extra to see their beasts fuck her, and she was more than glad to do it. At one point, she recalled being gangbanged by a group of dire desert hounds. They left numerous scratches on her body, and the amount of knots she took threatened to make her pussy loose.

Lucky for the beastman merchant, this wagon stolen from the hyena folks had a stash of healing potions inside a hidden compartment. He sustained himself on them, because Kanae would have passively drained him dry otherwise.

"At least something good came of my misfortune. If I knew succubi were a much better lay than the prostitutes of Bravost, I would have visited the north. Now, climb onto my dick that you love so much. I may be prostituting you out, but I don't like the stench of other men and beasts on you. Time to bathe you in my scent," Sadul said.

"Ehehe… I've been waiting for your cock all day! I want it inside me more than anything~" Kanae sat her pussy onto the boar beastman's cock and threw her head back.

Pleasure assaulted her from all sides. Sadul had an unusual dick. Like that of a porcine animal, it was long and stringy like a corkscrew. When erect, his member writhed and stretched out until the thin tip pried into her womb.

Kanae didn't so much as need to bounce. Sadul's cock did all the work on its own. But he was also no slouch. The beastman pinned her to the bed of the wagon and pounded his hips away.

Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap!

Fortunately, they were out in the vast deserts where no one could hear. Kanae was able to moan as loud as she could muster. Even the rickety wagon joined the chorus of their clapping hips.

Plap! Creak! Plap! Creak! Plap! Creak! Plap! Creak! Plap! Creak! Plap! Creak!

"Squeal for me, you whore!" Sadul demanded.

"Yes! Oink! Oink! Aahhh— oink! Your cock is so good, it's driving me crazy! I'm going to cum… I'm cumming so hard— aahh! Ooooooiiinnkk!" Kanae squealed at the top of her lungs.

Sadul unleashed a massive load of cum directly into Kanae's womb. She felt the weight and heat of his spunk. There was so much, the walls of her incubator distended to accommodate it all.

When Sadul pulled his dick out, not a drop of jizz spilled from Kanae's pussy. As was normal for his race, they plugged the entrance of the womb with jellied semen to keep all their seed in after ejaculation.

"Whew. There's someone I need to meet with tomorrow morning. After that, I'll take us to The Diamond at last and let you go free. Prostituting you isn't exactly making a big profit." Sadul gave Kanae's ass a squeeze, then imbibed a healing potion before turning over to sleep.

"Finally…" Kanae murmured.

The next morning, after Sadul had his way with Kanae again, they set off to a less-traveled valley called the Three Spears. Rocky stone spires jutted from the ground, reaching maybe ten to fifteen feet high. The place was named as such for the three largest spires among them seen from a distance, each a geological wonder stretching a hundred feet into the sky like spears plunged into the earth.

"Ah. Here it is." Sadul tugged on the reins, steering the ronoas to the gigantic skull of a snake half-buried in sand.

"Who exactly are you meeting?" Kanae asked.

"A fixer by the name of Mortus. That fiasco will have left my name tarnished with the East Saviran Trading Association. I need his help to clear the stains you inflicted on me off my record," he explained.

"Right… Sorry. So… how long do we have to wait? Can we have sex in the meantime? I want your stringy cock messing me up again~" She humped her bare body against him.

"Hehe. I suppose I have some energy to spare for my succubus minx!"

Hours went by without any signs of Sadul's contact. Every now and then between their romp, they would peek out of the covered wagon to be greeted by nothing but the blazing heat. The only things to meet them were two-headed vultures perched up in the cliffs. They eventually lost track of time, and Kanae lost track of how many times she orgasmed.

"Do you see him?" Sadul asked as he fucked Kanae, whose head was nearest the back. "He's a centaur. Bald, beard woven into a braid, and tattoos on his chest."

"I'll— nngh… Mmm… check…" Kanae squinted into the deserts but only noticed that the number of vultures had increased.

Weird.

It was hard to focus with Sadul pummeling her pussy from behind though. Kanae bit her lower lip as another climax rippled through her whole body. Suddenly, something started kicking up sand and dust from afar. A large cloud seemed to follow the figure, and it grew larger by the second. She had seen a sandstorm before, but this looked nothing like that.

"Hey, does Savir have any weird weather phenomena with fast moving clouds?" Kanae asked.

"Aside from sandstorms? No. Oh! Actually, there is. Small caravans and lone travelers often report twin-headed carrion swarms. When they get impatient after going long without food, a flock would send out a few scouts to search for something living. That's usually a sign that you should hightail it to an outpost, cave, or bury yourself in sand, because a large swarm is soon to follow," Sadul explained.

That moving cloud looked suspiciously like a carrion swarm…

He continued unconcerned, "But those are rare occurrences. Get that pretty mouth of yours over here and finish me off with a blowjob. Mortus should be here any minute now, and I'd rather not meet him with my dick out."

"Stop screwing me for one minute and take a look at this!" Kanae grabbed Sadul by the collar of his vest and yanked his head out.

"Oh, that's Mortus in the distance! And… Oh. That's definitely a twin-headed carrion swarm!" The beastman retreated back inside the wagon to cower.

"I RECOGNIZE THAT FAT, BOAR FACE ANYWHERE! HELP ME, SADUL! HELP!" Mortus screamed.

Kanae grabbed Lust and flew out to hundreds of twin-headed carrions. The swarm blotted out the sun. Many of them were attacking Mortus, who had peck marks all over him. He swatted at the vultures to little success.

"Get behind me and cover your eyes!" Kanae exclaimed.

There was a glint of fear in the centaur man, realizing that Kanae was a succubus. But given the situation, he didn't hesitate to do as she asked and dashed past her with his eyes closed.

Now to deal with the swarm circling them from above. They were going to attack at any moment, and there would be little she could do to protect Mortus and Sadul against so many.

Hopefully, Flashbang worked without clothes. Kanae covered her chest, stained by gooey cum from giving Sadul a boobjob earlier, with one arm across. As the swarm veered down to dive bomb them, Kanae removed her arm to bare her chest at them. The Piercings of Impurity illuminated the canyon shrouded by the carrions' shadow in blinding light.

They plummeted to the ground in droves, screeching and pecking at each other from not being able to see properly. While they were still blinded, Kanae cast Necrotizing Touch into Doom and activated the spell as an area of effect through Gloom.

Unfortunately, it didn't kill them outright. But the painful necromantic effect hurt enough to send the swarm flying away. Sunlight returned to the Three Spears in the wake of the carrions' escape.

"Whew." Kanae sighed. "Never thought I'd be glad to feel Savir's hot sun on my skin again. Alright, it's safe!"

"Did Mortus survive?" Sadul poked his head out to ask.

Mortus dragged him right out the back of the wagon and into the ground. "I did, thanks to the succubus. No thanks to you! By Glentir's broken horn… Most people come in a group, not in an itsy bitsy wagon and a couple of ronoas. Well, I'm here now. What do you want?"

"I-I know this might not be the best time to ask a favor from you, especially after what just happened, so how about you take a load off and relieve yourself first?" he suggested, gesturing to Kanae.

It was then Kanae remembered that she was stark naked, covered in dried spunk and her pussy leaking with thick globs. She cast Prestidigitation to clean herself, then waved invitingly at the centaur man.

"I'm not interested in sloppy seconds. Especially not after Sadul. If anything, I owe the succubus for saving me just now. Spit it out already. I at least want to know what I almost died coming out here for," Mortus demanded.

"A little mishap occurred at one of the association's outposts. My succubus companion here picked a fight with Ortesians and caused a commotion. I need your help in quelling and removing traces of my involvement there," Sadul explained and shot a glare at Kanae

"Ortesians?" He gasped.

"I didn't do it on purpose!" Kanae protested. "Besides, if you knew what the empire and Cerberus were planning, then the association has every reason to want to stop them!"

A shadow fell over Mortus' face. He furrowed his brows and his hind hooves scraped the ground. Kanae couldn't read him. She had half a mind to put an end to this charade and just charm both of them.

"Your concerns are warranted," Mortus said at last.

"Really?" Kanae breathed a sigh of relief, but Sadul's was in exasperation.

"I'm merely a bookkeeper within the association. I keep an ever-growing ledger on what goes where, but lately, some things have been going missing and are not adding up. They are mostly weapons, armors, and potions. When I bring this up to the association's officers, they tell me that shipments disappearing every once in a while is normal. After all, bandits and raiders are everywhere in Savir. But that's the thing. We all know Sultana Dudula has paid them all off. No run of the mill highwayman would dare steal from the association, especially with mercenaries under her employ now."

Goods like those only moved between hands when people were expecting war. While that was probably the norm in Savir, considering the three sultans constantly butted heads, for it to happen under the East Saviran Trading Association's noses could only mean they were compromised.

From what Kanae had heard the Ortesian officer said in the outpost, they might be using the association to slip under Sultana Dudula's nose. Or worse, to get to her.

"Listen," Mortus began wearily, "It's obvious something big is happening. I don't want to be around when it culminates. You want your name cleared, Sadul? Fine, consider it done. But that's the last job I'm doing for you before I head to Kandis to wait out the coming sandstorm. I'd get the three hells out of Savir if I were you two."

They exchanged tokens. Sadul handed his copper coin over and received a bronze one from Mortus. The centaur man didn't look too happy at the meager copper token, but he begrudgingly accepted it and galloped off.

With that done with, they could finally make their way to The Diamond. Kanae needed to tell the others what she had learned.

"Kuh… A bronze token is where I've fallen to. No, it's not over. I can only go up from here! A merchant never surrenders. They weather the storm of even the worst recessions. Succubus, we're taking a detour. You're going to use that voluptuous body of yours to earn me up to a silver token. I know some people who will pay the most pristine coin to bed a sex demon." Sadul tugged on the leash attached to Kanae's collar, but she wasn't budging this time.

"What? You promised we would go to The Diamond after this meeting!" Kanae complained.

"We will. After I get my token. That fine pussy of yours will—"

Kanae charmed Sadul to drop down on both knees. He sucked in a sharp breath and panicked. The eyes of a captured prey gazed up at her pleadingly. Sweat beaded on his face not because of the heat, but from fear.

"I think you're mistaking who's really in control here, Sadul. Having sex with you was a nice bonus while traveling to The Diamond. I was willing to make it up to you for what happened at the outpost, but we're past that now. I'm also not some low-level succubus adventurer," Kanae said as she towered over the cowering piggy.

"Y-Y-You're not? Th-Then you being a Rookie… was a lie?" Sadul gulped.

"I didn't want to reveal my identity in Savir, but having an association member in my pocket might be helpful… Maybe you've heard of me. I'm the Demon Queen of the Commonwealth of Sin, and Aidenhall's Knight of Amethyst." She brushed a hand across her wrist to show him her character sheet.

Sadul stared at the details and stats aghast. His tanned complexion turned white. He also sprung an erection.

"What are you getting hard for?! Don't you know the situation you're in?" Kanae exclaimed.

"It's just that… a meager merchant such as I could never fathom laying with royalty, who also happens to be a knight of renown. Yet I did! Haha! What a turn on that is!" Sadul bellowed triumphantly.

"Getting to screw me isn't exactly the rousing accomplishment you think it is… Er, anyway! I need your help. As a member of the East Saviran Trading Association, you should be inclined to help Sultana Dudula stay in power. You're well-respected, right? You should have connections with the higher ups in the association."

"Actually…" He pressed his fat index fingers together. "I'm not well-respected… at all. That, uh… was what we call an innocent white lie. A play-up, if you will, like how merchants try to better market their goods! I… I am a nobody…"

Kanae blinked absentmindedly for a few seconds.

"But what about those expensive cactus fruits? Dowugut?" Kanae asked.

"Dowugut is one of Savir's most plentiful crops, and my stock is only a drop in the bucket in a much bigger pond…" Sadul replied dejectedly.

"W-What about your coin?"

"Silver, copper, and bronze are the lowest exchange tokens. There are… many tiers above them," he confessed.

Something in Kanae snapped, and it automatically switched on Sadist.

"I'M GOING TO DRAIN YOU TO DEATH!" Kanae growled, stomping his bowed head into the sand.

"My sincerest apologies! Truly! Listen, I might be a minor fruit merchant, but there is something I can do to make it up to you! Th-That can help you help the sultana," Sadul sputtered in terror.

"Make it quick, piggy. My patience is waning. If I don't like what you have to say next, I shall rip off your cock and wear it as an armband!"

"Hiiieeee! Not my penis!" His squeals grew more frantic and his face drenched in sweat now. "Okay, okay… At the end of every month, the East Saviran Trading Association holds a banquet in The Diamond. Every merchant worth their weight in jewels attends, but you must also possess a gold token or higher to gain entry. Doing so permits me to bring a plus one. I can get you in. You want information? To find those plotting against the sultana? These are people who conduct trade across all of Savir, even in Avanesse and Elusis. Good chance someone knows about the Ortesians and the Mutt's dealings. After all, you discovered them at the outpost, who's to say they won't be at the banquet?"

"Hmmm. But how? You only have bronze now, don't you?" She recalled his transactions made with the guards and Mortus.

"I have business associates in The Diamond. It may hurt me in the short term, but I can put myself in their debt for their higher value tokens. My words may not mean much to you, but within the association where economy is built on trust, it means everything!" he explained.

For once, Kanae sensed truth and conviction in Sadul's words. Not that he could lie under the effects of Charm to begin with. She switched off Sadist and relented.

"We'll do it your way then," Kanae said, hopping into the wagon and compelling the groveling beastman in after. "Let's go get you that silver token."

"Huh? You mean you don't want to go to The Diamond?" Sadul asked.

"I imagine it's a lot easier to go from bronze to copper or silver than from bronze to gold. Besides, I'm curious what these friends of yours can subject me to. It better be good. Or else," she warned, eyes flashing with fury and anticipation.

"Guh. Gods save me. I may be in over my head…" He groaned.


Chapter 7

The entire caravan, people and beasts, laid half-unconscious with their dicks flopped over limp. Some of them were groaning in pain from being drained a little too much. Others who had a bit more fortitude and stamina than the rest fared better.

"Well, I have a silver token now thanks to your efforts. I'll still need to put in some greasework to convince someone to trade down their gold token, but this is a lot easier than starting at bronze. What about you? Are you satisfied?" Sadul asked.

"Plenty!" Kanae stretched her arms after a nice draining session.

A quick cast of Prestidigitation cleaned the spunk off her body. The spell tidied her right up, jizz, sweat, and dirt all. After getting dressed, she joined Sadul, who had gone off to speak with one of the association members. She recognized him as Yaz, a young dark elven man with a goatee and buzz cut. He had also partook in running train on her.

"I'm telling you, Sadul. It's not going to be as easy as you think," Yaz said.

"This is preposterous! The banquet has always been gold tokens or higher. They didn't even bother telling people beforehand?" Sadul exclaimed angrily.

"What's going on?" Kanae asked.

Both men regarded her with an exhausted and defeated look.

"Someone pulled the carpet from our feet," Sadul began with a heavy sigh. "Yaz just told me that entry into the banquet has been changed. Only those with a platinum token or higher may enter now. It is a tier above gold. I'm truly sorry, Kanae. This is a surprise to me, too."

"Okay, let's not panic so soon. How hard is it to gain a platinum token?" Kanae asked.

"For one, the grand majority of us lesser merchants have never touched platinum. It's almost like an unreachable wall," Yaz said.

The pig beastman nodded in agreement. "It is where hundreds of thousands of gold moves from a single trade. Where instead of on the streets, economy is conducted behind closed doors."

Compared to a common fruit merchant, they probably would have never even seen something like a platinum being exchanged between hands. Now, the hurdle proved much higher to jump over. Even if they were to somehow obtain a gold token, going from there to platinum was much harder than going from bronze to gold. At least according to the other merchants chiming in.

Kanae and Sadul despaired as they got their wagon in order to leave. He wasn't even in the mood for sex, despite being all over her the last few days. On the road again, she laid in the back while playing with the silver token earned using her body.

The star emblem of the East Saviran Trading Association had been worn down, likely from years of falling into the hands of different people. Tokens like gold, platinum, or higher probably still boasted the pristinely-etched symbol. What kind of people would the greater members of the association be? They had to be snobby. Or similar to high elves in some ways. If they didn't trade something as mundane as a wagon full of dowugut fruit like Sadul, then it had to be on the scale of entire caravans, a store's worth of merchandise… or a massive cargo that needed a ship to transport.

"Renya," Kanae muttered.

"Hm? What was that?" Sadul spoke up from the front.

"I think I can get you that platinum token. I'm friends with Renya Rown, chairwoman of Rown Company. There has to be weight to that name."

"Ah, yes. Rown Company is spoken highly of by the association. However, that matters little. For she is not a member, nor does she possess a token. We have also never granted membership to a foreign business entity. The East Saviran Trading Association is very exclusive to begin with," he explained.

"Sure. But what if she's your business associate? That gives you a lot of leverage. Who else in the association has trade access to the north via seafaring vessels?" she asked.

The merchant fell into thought. His expression soon lit up like morning sunlight stretching across the deserts. Savir might be reclusive, but anyone who bridged a relationship with the outside world gains entry to a new source of capital. To fellow traders, Sadul would become the middleman to the Commonwealth, the city-states of the eastern continent, and possibly even Artaggon.

"I see. I see! Yes, this might work. You're a genius, Kanae! Here I thought your mind only thinks of sex. Your body really isn't your only worth!" Sadul complimented.

"That feels more like an insult than praise, but I'll take it!" Kanae climbed into the front seat next to Sadul and returned the silver token to him. "When we get to The Diamond, I'll need to meet up with my friends and explain the plan."

"In the meantime, I shall reach out to association members with platinum tokens for a meeting. That way— why did you slip your hand into my pants?"

"You don't want to celebrate?" She cooed, hand stroking his corkscrew cock into a springy erection.

"I take it back. Your mind is only ever filled with sex!" he groaned.

Sadul complained, but he couldn't resist the allure of a succubus matron. Kanae being recently full meant she didn't passively drain him more than usual. They had run out of healing potions for a while now, and he would have suffered a miserable headache otherwise. She rode his cock on the way to The Diamond. Their hips never separated unless for her to blow him.

By nightfall, they continued inside the wagon. Kanae was lying on her back, and Sadul pistoned into her with the fervor of a wild animal. Both of them were drenched in sweat. She arched her back as his stringy dick entered her womb and ejaculated its payload.

"Fuuuuck! I love your cock so much! Are all beastmen from your race like this?" Kanae asked.

"Yes— I mean, no! I'm the most virile among my kind. You will find no better lover. Hehehe…" Sadul reached down to massage her breasts and gently tugged on her nipple piercings.

The merchant was sleazy, deceptive, and not so attractive, but the only thing that mattered to Kanae was good sex. Sadul was useful though, and she needed to keep him hooked on her. Sometimes, a little persuasion went a long way compared to using compulsion.

They continued well into the night. Kanae was bouncing on Sadul's dick when something rustled outside the wagon. Wild and curious animals weren't an unusual sighting this late. A fire normally scared them away, and she could see the ambient light against the wagon's back entrance.

"Hey, do you hear that?" Kanae asked.

"It's probably just the wind… I'm nearing climax! Bring those pretty lips of yours down here and kiss me, you slut," Sadul urged from beneath her.

The campfire went out. Everything turned pitch black. Kanae's darkvision kicked in, and she made out several blurs that attempted to enter the wagon from the back. She covered her Piercings of Impurity with both hands, then took them off. A flash of blinding light surged forth, and the intruders backed off.

"AH! AHHH! MY EYES?!" Sadul screamed as he blew his load into Kanae's womb.

"Nnnngh! You came so much… We're under attack, so stay here!" Kanae grabbed Lust, her wand, and Camilla Rudeux's rapier before jumping outside.

There was no one within sight. Dirt had clearly been kicked onto the campfire. Numerous footprints led up to the wagon. Kanae flew up and casted Dispel, revealing the assassins from their magical invisibility. Five in total, dressed in dark clothes and faces shrouded by full head scarves. They exchanged glances with each other and looked down at their hands.

"Tch. You two, gut the pig. The rest, with me!" an assassin ordered.

When the pair tried to enter, Sadul's girly scream erupted from within.

"Oh, gods! Kanae, save meeeeeee!" Sadul cried.

Kanae exerted a Charm on them, but the spell didn't connect. A sharp pain pricked at her brain. The only time that had ever happened was against high elves who had drunk anti-succubus magic potions. She avoided crossbow bolts fired into the sky, then casted Sleep as an area of effect spell instead.

Four assassins, including the two who tried to enter the wagon, fell unconscious right away. The leader, who managed to resist the effects of Sleep, looked left and right at their knocked out partners and panicked. Kanae bodied the last one to the ground. She landed with both feet on their chest.

"Er… Shit," he muttered.

"Who sent you? I'll go easy on you if you answer truthfully," Kanae threatened.

"As if I'd tell—"

A jelly white substance dripped onto the assassin's chest. He stared down at the globule in disgust.

"What the fuck is this?" he asked.

"Oops. Hey, you only have yourselves to blame. Sadul and I were in the middle of something," Kanae said and squeezed her legs shut to keep more cum from leaking out. "Well, you don't need to tell me who you serve. I have an idea. It's Cerberus, isn't it?" The second she mentioned his name, the assassin gasped. "That's what I thought. Ortesia is trying to align itself with Cerberus and Avanesse. The high elves are the only ones with access to potions that resist succubus magic."

"Even if you know, there is nothing you can do for Sultana Dudula and Bravost now!" The assassin loosed another bolt from a hand crossbow.

Kanae barely dodged. It grazed her arm. She winced as the metal tip sliced across skin and drew some blood. That brief flinch gave him enough time to roll away from her and pull out two daggers. They were about to battle until Sadul snuck up from behind the assassin and bashed him over the head with a wooden plank. He staggered a few steps forward, turned around to see who had done it, and fell flat on his back.

"You're a lot braver than I gave you credit for. Where did you even get that board?" Kanae gestured to the makeshift weapon clenched in his trembling hands.

"One of the boards broke when we were going at it, so I picked it up to defend myself with! More importantly, are you okay? Are you hit anywhere? I recognize them by their scorpion insignia. These assassins are Romira's Stalkers!" Sadul explained worriedly.

"I just got scratched. Nothing too bad," she said, but her traveling companion's aghast expression suggested differently.

"It isn't 'nothing too bad'! Romira's Stalkers all coat their weapons in deadly venom!"

It was then that Kanae felt faint. Her vision distorted, and an extreme sense of nausea struck her all at once. She collapsed to her knees. A heat, not the good kind that Kanae got during sex, torched her entire body.

This was bad. The two of them didn't have any antidotes. Sadul searched the assassins for one, but neither did they. Kanae was beginning to wish she had tried harder in convincing Arenade to come. Or any priest.

As the light left Kanae's eyes, the last thing to appear in her vision was the beastman, Sadul.


Chapter 8

Death turned out to be mildly uncomfortable and smokey. Not at all what Kanae expected. She came to consciousness sore all over and lying on a cot made of dried animal leather. Light fumes gathered at the top of the tent, slowly escaping past small holes that served as vents.

Daylight spilled past the tent flap. When Kanae tried to get up, someone pushed her back down. An elderly human woman, whose features had been worn by age and weather. She had thinning gray hair with streaks of blonde that reminded her of William and Analise, but with much darker complexions. Were these…?

Sadul entered the tent and locked eyes with Kanae. He gasped so hard, she thought he might have swallowed his tongue.

"By Glentir's broken horn, you're up?" Sadul exclaimed, full of relief.

"What happened? Where are we?" Kanae asked.

"You fainted. I brought you to an Arkesian camp. We're lucky. They considered packing up and leaving yesterday, but one of their own was about to give birth, so the elders decided to stay a few more days. The woman who treated you is Losa, a medicine woman. It cost me nearly an arm and a leg to have them part with an antidote, but I wasn't going to have you dying on me yet," he explained breathlessly.

Kanae shuddered over her brush with death. Romira's Stalkers were dangerous, and they were under the employ of Ortesia and Cerberus. Weren't every mercenary group supposed to have been bought by Sultana Dudula? Whatever the case, she needed to stock up on antidotes as soon as they got to a city.

With Sadul's help and a walking stick offered to her by Losa, Kanae emerged from the tent to fresh air. The camp comprised dozens of large white tents arranged in an orderly formation. Outside, a bunch of beasts of burden had been fenced in and grazed on what little desert grass was left. Their ronoas were among them.

Humans of Arkesian ancestry moved about, packing their belongings into wagons and carts. Many of them wore trinkets fashioned from tiny animal bones, like a necklace of fangs or hair tied with a long claw. A couple of passing women with baskets of fruit in their hands stopped and offered Kanae some. They bowed before moving on. So, these were the people the Grand Eye and her brother had descended from. She could definitely see the kindness and wisdom that exuded from them.

Kanae and Sadul's wagon had been parked adjacent to Losa's tent. Members of the camp brought the ronoas over, even hitching the beasts for them.

"Thank you. I seriously owe you my life," Kanae said to Losa.

"Speak nothing of it." Losa smiled. "I recognize a northlander when I see one. You must hail from Radevic or some place near. I believe Analise is the name of the leader of the people there. It makes me proud to share the same ancestors. I know not why you are so far south in Savir, but your presence must mean the gales of change have also come."

"The gales of… change?" She gulped.

The elderly woman patted her hard on the back. "Haha! I'm just joshing you. I don't know why you're here, and I quite frankly care little for it. Whatever you're up to, it's got to be better than what the three Sultans of Savir have been cooking for the last few years."

Thankfully, Will and Analise didn't retain their Saviran counterpart's poor sense of humor…

They thanked Losa and climbed into the wagon once the ronoas were securely fastened. The Arkesians were on their way out anyway, too. According to Sadul, The Diamond wasn't much farther. Kanae's sidequest would finally come to an end and at last return to the main problem at hand. Hopefully, the others weren't too worried about her disappearance.

"Exactly how much was an arm and a leg for an antidote anyway?" Kanae asked.

"The Arkesians are very punctual about where they will be in certain times of the year. Next year, around springtime, I promised to bring them a wagon full of dowugut. Free of charge, I might add." Sadul sighed.

"Thanks… for saving me. You could have just left me there. I really appreciate it," she said.

The merchant rubbed the back of his head. "Well, it isn't as if I did this out of the goodness of my heart! There is no greater accomplishment than saving Sultana Dudula. This is also a chance for me to climb the ranks of the East Saviran Trading Association. And… I-I suppose our journey together as of late has made me take a liking to you."

An impish smile flashed across Kanae's face. Sometimes, persuasion was a much stronger force than compulsion.

"That makes two of us." Kanae sat closer and drew a circle on Sadul's chest with her finger. "We have some time before reaching The Diamond, right? How about I reward you for your role in saving my life?"


Chapter 9

Kanae awakened early in the morning as the sun was beginning to warm Savir up into a sweltering hell. She was lying alone at the back of the covered wagon. A thin carpet she and Sadul had been using as a blanket draped over her. Soreness nipped at her breasts and pulsing groin. The beastman had really gone to town on her last night.

Upon sitting up, a load of spunk flowed out of Kanae's pussy. She casted Prestidigitation to clean it all up, then crawled to the back and threw open the heavy cloth that covered their wagon. The same old desert stretched into the distance. Grains of sand picked up by the dry winds flitted past her.

It shouldn't be much longer before they reach The Diamond. Kanae worried if her companions had gone ahead to Bravost instead with how long she had been missing. Well, Alicia was capable as Vice-Captain. They should be in good hands. The problem was Petyr picking a fight at the slightest offense… and Edina openly practicing her necromancy… and Claudia being Claudia…

"Oh, god. I'm actually super worried now." Kanae groaned.

Something hidden in the glare of the rising sun approached the wagon. Kanae almost scrambled for her weapon until she realized it wasn't a harpy. She squinted to get a better look. The figure was a lot smaller. A black raven nosedived into Kanae, knocking her flat on her back in the wagon.

"Ow… What the hell?" Kanae sat up to find the raven hopping around.

What was something like this doing in Savir? Ravens weren't native animals here. Actually, it looked familiar. Elizabeth Bedlam often transformed into similar ravens to do battle. She reached for the critter until it began to flutter its wings.

"Hellooo! Can you hear me?" the voice of Patrice Starborne came through the raven.

"Archbishop? What are you doing here?" Kanae asked.

"I'm not here here, silly. Madam Bedlam kindly lent one of her familiars so that I might commune with you. Have you reached Savir? Made any progress in subjugating the country yet?" she questioned her like a teacher would single out a distracted student.

"No… Do you know what you're asking me? As if taking over a country is that easy. I'm on my way to The Diamond. I want to make a stop there before heading to Bravost. Apparently, Cerberus of Avanesse and Ortesia are forming an alliance to move against her. Amethyst Hall and I plan to put a stop to that."

Archbishop Patrice fell silent. There were a few 'hms' followed by the sound of a quill scribbling on parchment. Kanae couldn't get a read on this woman at all. She was about as cryptic as Alicia's poker faces despite having laid her interests bare already.

"What if you were to allow that takeover to come to pass?" Patrice brazenly suggested, surprising even Kanae. "The way it stands now, you must defeat three countries' worth of leaders. With Sultana Dudula defeated and Bravost falling to Cerberus, you need only face two."

"I can't believe how easily that came out of your mouth… This isn't a chess game. Real lives and livelihoods are at stake. I'm not going to let that happen, especially not before I get a grasp of the situation. At the moment, Cerberus is my enemy because he's in bed with the Ortesian Empire. I appreciate you checking up on me. But you asked me to come here. So let me do what I do best." Kanae's tail sneakily picked up her wand and casted Dispel.

"You did not just cast Dispel on me! Young lady, I'll have choice words for you next—" The raven vanished before Patrice could finish her sentence.

Kanae exhaled a deep breath. Dealing with teachers was a whole different brand of misery. School had done a number on her back when she was a student.

The front window slat slid open, and Sadul peered in.

"Did I just hear another woman's voice in here?" Sadul asked suspiciously.

"Just your imagination." Kanae got dressed and flew out the back to join her traveling companion in the front. "How much farther are we from The Diamond?"

"Take a gander with your own eyes, my fair lady!" He gestured ahead and smiled.

Their ronoas trotted right up to the edge of the cliff. Situated below in the valley was a walled city. Four massive spires towering over the desert stood erect, arranging itself to appear as its namesake— The Diamond. Pockets of communities had been set up in bazaars outside each tower, mostly consisting of large tents and encircled wagons. Caravans would leave, only to be replaced with newcomers to set up shop, becoming like an ever-expanding and shrinking organism.

They descended along a ramp against the side of the cliff. Other vehicles came and went as soon as they got onto the main road. Closer now, Kanae was able to see the magnificent mural on the walls. The beautiful paintings, their colors worn by time and weather, depicted numerous themes at different heights. At the bottom, vague figures conducted trade on soil. Some had been graffitied over, and a few had penises that probably didn't originally belong on them. Higher beyond the touch of vandals who couldn't fly, the mural was much more vibrant and unblemished, showing the backdrop of Savir with all its dunes, cliffs, and the enormous sun illuminating the country.

Kanae shrunk as they neared the gates. The Diamond's guards wielded spears with crescent blades, dressed in gambeson, and turbans that shrouded them from the sun's glare. But it was the four-pointed star crest on their tabards that stood out. Footsoldiers of the East Saviran Trading Association. After the commotion at an outpost, she might not want to cause any more trouble. Sadul already had help from Mortus in giving him a clean slate. The last thing she wanted to do was jeopardize their entry into the association's banquet.

Fortunately, Kanae didn't need to do anything. They rolled right into the city unopposed and unbothered by the guards. That didn't stop them from giving her the stink-eye though, but what did a succubus expect? She was a rarer sight than a high elf from Ortesia here.

"Do you smell that?" Sadul breathed deeply as they crossed the threshold into the city.

"What? All the body odor from bad hygiene?" Kanae pinched her nose shut to a rank stench instead.

"No! The wealth, the economy, and the upward mobility every man has access to!" he exclaimed.

All Kanae saw were an equal number of beggars and merchants at every inch of the street. It seemed like the exact opposite of Ehmvier. Sandstone buildings packed so tightly together that narrow alleys became the veins of shady and lucrative dealings. Hopes and dreams perished at every dead end of the block, as evidenced by tattered tent dwellings. The poor pleaded for copper coins on the same sand-swept streets as sacks of gold exchanged hands. A constant drone of bartering and bickering gradually grew louder in a competition to outdo other merchants.

It was an odd feeling to be in the presence of poverty while lavish monuments like The Diamond's spires casted a shadow over the city.

Panhandlers risked getting run over rushing up to the wagon with outstretched hands, begging for anything. Sadul purposefully ignored them as they passed with practiced skill. At the end of the day, he was a sleazy trader and willing accomplice to the misfortune through and through. The deeper into the city they went though, the less poor they saw. Behind more stable abodes, jewelers worked on the exact jewelry that the rich flaunted around. Weaponsmiths forged ornamental arms perfect for putting above a fireplace to spark soulless conversations.

But behind the veneer of wealth, there did exist an exceptional attention to detail in working artisans. They demonstrated a level of discipline that made them firm on the price of their products. Not a single home or building looked weathered. The roads, though dusted with sand, were pristine and polished. Even the poor weaved beautiful textiles, roasted the most mouthwatering cuts of meat, and carved statues with expert precision to partake in this cutthroat economy. The hardest working poor man of Savir had more heart than the hardest working rich man of Ortesia or Radevic.

"So, where are we to meet these companions of yours?" Sadul asked as he rolled the wagon to a stop underneath the shade of a building's awning.

"I'll have to search for them the hard way." Kanae sighed.

As Edina continued to become more undead in her path to lichdom, it was getting harder to track her using Sisterhood even though she was a half-succubus. Luckily, three out of the four members of Amethyst Hall were anything but quiet. In fact, they were the loudest of the bunch. Vizier Duran was with them, too. Kanae doubted they would stay anywhere that didn't have luxurious accommodations.

"Well, just leave finding them to me. You have a platinum token to earn, don't you? How are we going to get in contact with each other in this city?" Kanae asked.

"Each of those towers that form The Diamond is an association hub. I'll be staying at the West Spire, trying to schmooze my way to a platinum token. Are you sure you don't want to come with me? I… I was hoping we could continue to be more intimate…" Sadul stammered, pressing his index fingers together.

"After a whole past week of going at it constantly, and you still want more? I'm tempted, but let's keep things professional until after the banquet. By the way, can you point me in the direction of the adventurers hall?" She jumped off the wagon that had been her home and sex nest for days.

"Oh, alright… If it's the adventurers hall you're after, follow this road going north. You will come to an open-air bazaar, and there it shall be," he explained.

Kanae waved goodbye to her new friend for now and flew into the sky. The Diamond might not be the biggest city she had known, but it was dense. People were shoulder to shoulder in the streets as they shuffled through. There wasn't even an inch of space between merchant stalls and stands.

As the bazaar came into view, a group of harpies dressed in the association tabard intercepted her.

"Excuse me, miss! You can't fly in The Diamond. This is a restricted airspace," one guard warned.

"Restricted… what?!" It only then came to Kanae's attention that, for a country where harpies were a common sight, no one was in the air. "Ugh… Sorry. I'm new here. I won't fly again."

"That's great and all, but we still have to issue you a citation," another one said and whipped out a notepad.

"You've got to be kidding me." She groaned.

When they gave Kanae the ticket, she followed the writing down to the bottom of the paper. A penalty of 50 gold had been incurred for breaking the law. She facepalmed with the ticket in hand.

"You can pay this at the adventurers hall or at any of the four spires," the same guard who issued the fine said.

"Okay, but… Why can't people fly in the city?" Kanae asked.

"Sultana Dudula enacted new laws. Follow them or pay the consequences. And, ahem… between you and me, I don't like dealing with reports that bodily fluids fell from the sky," he whispered.

"Oh. Noted." She squeezed her thighs to keep the last bit of Sadul's spunk from spilling out.

The squadron of harpy guards escorted Kanae back to the surface. They kindly let her go with a warning. Left with no other choice, she continued to the adventurers hall on foot. The road eventually thinned into a narrow alleyway. Her boobs made squeezing through a nightmare.

After escaping the passage, Kanae stumbled into the open-air bazaar. Countless stalls and carts arranged the plaza into a maze of merchandise. Nearby vendors saw in her a prospective buyer and started hollering.

"Hey, pretty lady! You look like you could use some new digs!"

"A foreigner? You simply must try some Saviran scorpion skewers!"

"Trinkets, trinkets!"

"I've got jewelry that will match the shine in your eyes!"

It was all so disorienting. Kanae repeatedly declined to buy anything, pushing her way past the market and towards the adventurers hall of The Diamond. By the time she made it out, however, her coin pouch weighed half as much and numerous goods clung to both arms.

"God damn it!" Kanae cursed aloud.

Somehow, they were able to get her. These merchants were dangerous in their own way. Kanae double-checked the stuff she had been lulled into purchasing. Bags of dry candy, fruits, a vibrant and skimpy belly dancer's garb, and a fragrant wax candle. Hopefully, she still had enough to pay the fine…

Pressing her way to the adventurers hall, Kanae came across another obstacle. A couple of rough men blocked the way in. One of them was a hulking centaur, who wielded a maul. They didn't look like guards for the hall.

"Rank?" a harpy asked.

"Er… Rookie," Kanae answered honestly.

They exchanged glances with each other and sneered.

"Rookies ain't allowed in anymore. Beat it," he said, and the centaur behind him straightened his back to size her up.

"I see. Step aside," Kanae demanded, exerting Mass Charm on the crew to make way. "Before I go in, maybe I should ask: why exactly are you keeping Rookies from entering?"

"Or-Orders came from the top, lady! And they get their orders from Sultana Dudula. I don't fucking know. They just paid us hired muscles to only let Seas and Vets in!" the centaur sputtered in fear.

Ever since arriving, Kanae had continued to hear that Sultana Dudula's paranoia was growing. Almost like it was a common occurrence and expected. What did this even achieve? Or were these new laws just a byproduct of that?

Kanae ascended the steps into the hall and thumbed the hilt of Saint Priest Camilla's rapier. Theena and the others could have been here. But if they were giving Rookies the boot, then that dashed any hopes of coming across the trio. She entered anyway and found the layout similar to the one in Kandis. Three elevated levels accommodated the three ranks of Savir's adventurers system. Except, the first level dedicated to Rookies was completely deserted.

"Uh, Hello!" Kanae walked up to the hellhound beastman receptionist. "I'm here to… ugh, pay a fine. I was also curious to know if my friends Theena, Seven, or Kara had come by here. They're Rookies."

The man lifted his glasses to peer at her. "Rookies? Doubt it. If you're a Rookie, too, you shouldn't be in here. Tsk. Just what the hells are those guys doing out there? We'll get your fine sorted out, but you gotta take your leave right after."

As soon as Kanae paid the ticket, some high level adventurers came by to 'guide' her out. Talk about hospitality. She considered looking for her friends, but the unshakeable feeling of being followed burned into her back. They might be crowned Rogues, because she couldn't spot them in the crowds. She was in trouble if they were Romira's Stalkers. Sadul wasn't around to smack them in the back of the head for her.

But this was a good opportunity to get a handle of what was going on in The Diamond through the eyes of the underworld. Kanae wandered about the bazaar for a little while longer before leaving for a more deserted block. As expected, they continued to follow. She led them to a dead end and braced herself for a fight, but upon spinning around to face her pursuers—

"Knight-Commander." Alicia stood at attention and saluted.

"What the?!" Kanae tilted to the side and glanced behind the succubus.

A trail of unconscious bodies littered the ground from the alley all the way up to this block.

"Ah. Those amateurs? I took a gamble like Edina suggested and waited day and night at the adventurers hall for you. Before revealing myself, I noticed they began to follow you, so I dispatched each and every one of them." Alicia sheathed her two daggers and bowed.

"I'm not even going to question it. But am I glad to see you!" Kanae threw both arms around the crimson demon, who returned the embrace.

"We never doubted you would be in danger. But you were gone for so long, some of us were beginning to worry. Namely, Claudia. That knucklehead wanted to return to where you had vanished from. Petyr remarked that it was 'no skin off my back' if you died. Edina seemed the most confident about you finding your way to us eventually. Just what happened?"

"A lot…"

Kanae gave Alicia the short version of what transpired. She was mostly amused by the story. News of Avanesse and Ortesia's alliance did come as a surprise. Everyone suspected the empire's involvement, but not that it would be so soon.

"Well, there you have it. Where are the others anyway?" Kanae asked.

"I've had everyone investigate the city on their own. We discovered some things that your revelation has now pieced the dots with. There are in fact Ortesians in The Diamond. More than just a handful. Remember the Sandstriders? How they and other lawless syndicates are being paid by Sultana Dudula to work under her? For some, I think that is merely a cover and their allegiances lay elsewhere. A man I charmed mentioned nothing more than a name— Dryoak Consortium, who are also funneling a significant amount of capital into the pockets of mercenaries. Tying in what you have added, this leads me to believe there's a tug of war between both factions. This consortium is possibly Cerberus' attempt to seize the East Saviran Trading Association."

"Wow. You've been doing work," she complimented, never more proud than having made her second-in-command.

Alicia blushed a little and smiled.

"I don't want to waste any more time. Let's regroup with the others," Kanae suggested.

Alicia snatched her arm. "Wait. It will be easier if we fly, but since there is a law against doing so, I'd like to share with you my Magical Stealth skill just in case."

"Oh, sure." She waited for Alicia to cast a spell, but the succubus pulled down her leather pants, braced both hands against the wall, and stuck her ass up instead. "Oh. That's what you mean. If you're offering…" Kanae switched on Futanari. "Don't mind if I do!"

Alicia waited with bated breath. Her eyes, piercing like the daggers she wielded, were fixed on Kanae's dick. Her tail flicked side to side in anticipation. Up until the first time they had sex, Alicia always played hard to get. She was often playful and teasing. Kanae got the sense that she liked having the upper hand in their intimate encounters.

Now, however, Alicia seemed almost demure and eager. Kanae grabbed hold of her plush waist with one hand, and guided the Cock Ring of Hardening-empowered dick to her pussy with the other. Her entrance was smoking hot. An incredible heat not unlike the deserts of Savir emanated from it.

"Are you going to keep me waiting?" Alicia asked with a hint of a pout.

"You don't like being the one made to wait?" Kanae was in a teasing mood and rubbed the tip of her cock against Alicia's snatch.

The succubus drew a quick gasp and shuddered. Her lithe fingers that were pressed against the wall curled a little. Kanae understood why Alicia enjoyed being such a tease now.

"Tsk." Alicia glanced back with an impatient glare that briefly put the fear of death in Kanae.

One buck of the hips, and the two were connected at last. Kanae doubled over from the pleasure of her cock being put in the tightest vise possible. It was searing hot inside Alicia, too, and wet beyond belief. She had been waiting for this, that much was obvious.

"I…" Alicia balled both hands up into fists. "It's so big… I can't move… You will have to…"

"Okay, here I go." Kanae started slow, but doing so caused the other succubus to writhe and twitch. She grabbed Alicia's head and turned her face in for a kiss. Their lips connected as did their hips, both ends refusing to part.

The thrill of doing this in public, where someone might see them and their unconscious assailants lying nearby on the ground, impassioned the pair into a fevered performance.

Kanae's free hand found purchase on Alicia's fist. It eased up to allow their fingers to interlock. They squeezed tightly until their knuckles turned white.

"I'm cumming… Kanae… Inside me! Let it out inside me!" Alicia howled.

"You asked for it!" Kanae thrusted as deep as possible, and her cock exploded with a torrent of spunk.

Ecstasy nipped at the entire surface of both their skins. When Kanae expended her payload, the two stayed firmly sealed at the hips. Even so, her seed began to seep from Alicia's entrance. There was too much even for the succubus' womb to accommodate.

[Skill Drain has temporarily acquired the skill Magical Stealth.

Magical Stealth: Turn yourself and up to one other invisible. The effect and duration continues at the cost of mana. Other than magic, you cannot be detected by normal means. Footprints are no longer left behind, your scent can't be smelled, and neither will your equipment make sound. Toggle On/Off.]

Kanae pulled away at last, and a flood of seed gushed out from Alicia. Her knees gave out. She didn't collapse completely and squatted instead, narrowly avoiding landing in the puddle of cum.

"What… a powerful weapon you wield between your legs…" Alicia panted.

"I think it helps that I have this." Kanae lightly tapped the Cock Ring of Hardening fastened at the base of her dick.

Their innocent little romp had left a mess on the ground. Not to mention, the bodies on the ground that led up to them were groaning and slowly coming to consciousness. Kanae cleaned the jizz from Alicia's thighs and the ground with a single cast of Prestidigitation. Once Alicia had feeling in her legs again to move, they entered Magical Stealth.

The last time Kanae obtained this skill was right before facing the ancient dragon, Maelstrom. Being invisible was perhaps the most useful thing she had ever known, and Alicia constantly made use of it. They held hands and lifted into the sky, unbothered by guards like before.

"When I first flew in The Diamond, I got a ticket for it." Kanae groaned.

"Well, if you ever need the skill again, you know how to get it." Alicia giggled.


Chapter 10

Being able to fly freely again was liberating, and Kanae had Alicia to thank for that. With the skies belonging to them again, their first order of business was to find the others. As Vice-Captain, Alicia had instructed Petyr, Claudia, and Edina to embed themselves into different parts of the city to look for any worthwhile clues. Vizier Duran accompanied Petyr for the time being, because if his enemies were to discover him, she proved to be the biggest and baddest threat to make anyone think twice. Being a warhammer-wielding high elf carried a lot of weight around Savir.

Edina was the easiest to find though, and Renya had supposedly accompanied her. Alicia sent them to investigate the casinos of The Diamond, of which there wasn't any shortage of. Wherever money existed, no matter how much or how few, someone always wanted to make more of it. And there was no faster way to make or break than gambling.

Unlike Lograin and Radevic where such a vice took place behind closed doors, ran rampant in crime-riddled areas of the cities, and was a tolerated affair by officials, gambling in The Diamond happened out in the open. Underneath the shadow of the north spire, it was like the bazaar in front of the adventurers hall, but the merchant stalls and stands had been replaced by carpets and tables. Instead of goods for sale, dice and cards. Instead of patrons and customers, gamblers and dealers.

The fragrant scent of hookah permeated the air. A group of men in turbans took turns passing around a pipe while they rolled dice on the ground. Elsewhere, two dire beasts ripped each other to shreds inside a dugout. Spectators cheered at the top of their lungs while the contestants shouted orders from their end of the arena.

"Now to find Edina." Alicia naively scanned the crowds from above, but Kanae knew the squirreling better.

"These people aren't gambling nearly enough money for Edina to have fun. Follow me. I think I know where she is," Kanae said.

They were about to take off, but Alicia's arm pulled taut.

"What's wrong?" Kanae asked.

"I thought I sensed someone following us. But that isn't possible given our invisibility," Alicia said.

Aside from the many gamblers and passersby, Kanae couldn't spot anything out of the ordinary. Alicia's instincts usually weren't wrong though. She noticed a cart having been overturned, and its textile merchandise strewn all over the ground. A female jackal beastman apologized profusely to the merchant man, who was in the middle of scolding her to hell and back.

Alicia eventually brushed off her own concerns and followed Kanae instead. Farther out from the tower they were, the lower the stakes seemed to be. Gamblers only wagered a few coins at a time. No way in hell was that going to get Edina's blood going. The closer to the tower they got, the wealthier the wagers became. Some even had women around their arms and on their laps.

The games were even more sophisticated than just tossing dice. Among them, poker and roulette were commonplace. Eventually, they came across Edina and Renya sitting on a large carpet alongside a group of well-to-do Savirans. Their finely-embroidered clothing suggested that they were upper class citizens. They wagered with tiles rather than coins. Whatever game they were playing involved three rows of cards facing down in the center of them. Only a few were face-up. Each player held a hand of their own, and in front of them was a separate row of cards facing up.

Kanae's two friends were the only ones not breaking a sweat despite the midday sun. Meanwhile, the rest of the players sweated bullets. Paranoid eyes flicked from one player to the other.

"Well, Edina. I'm sorry to say Lady Luck isn't looking your way today." Renya smirked.

For some reason, the other players breathed a sigh of relief. Renya revealed her hand, matching two cards on her row and another two on the dealer's rows. Her final card remained face down. One after another, players did the same on their turn and only matched a single card. However, once it got to Edina's turn, she unveiled a hand that matched every single card on her row, as well as the dealer's row.

"Hehe. Never bet against me." Edina sneered.

Every player threw up a stink and started shouting over each other. In fact, they turned their ire to Renya instead.

"Cheaters!"

"Both of them are in on it!"

"Hey, hey!" Renya waved a dismissive hand over their anger. "We're all playing the same game here. We're not allowed to work together, but who's to say I couldn't self-sabotage. It ain't my fault you followed suit like lemmings."

That only made them angrier. Some threw their tiles onto the carpet and stormed away. The more furious ones, however…

"You don't know who you're fucking with!" A beastman of wealth rose to his feet and gestured for his cronies to close in on Renya and Edina.

"Should we go down and help?" Alicia asked.

"I'm sure they have it handled," Kanae said, staying back to watch.

One thug got his hand on Renya's shoulder, but the pirate lord conjured a clone behind him with a flintlock pressed to his head.

"The amount of mana I put into this weapon determines how powerful the blast is. I can give you a headache. I can blow your head clean off. You feeling a wager coming? Because I'm all for another game," Renya said as she lit up a pipe clenched in her teeth.

"Whew." Edina jumped up with a hefty bagful of tiles slung over her shoulders. "Thanks for making me a small fortune today! I'll be back tomorrow for round two. That is, if you loser chumps don't end up six feet under in the next minute."

The beastman and his men backed away. Satisfied with their winnings, Renya and Edina were headed to cash out until Kanae and Alicia intercepted them. They dropped invisibility in front of the two, confident that the crowds were sufficient enough cover.

"Look who finally made it to town!" Renya threw her arms open.

"Perfect timing. We're about to feast on someone else's money. You in?" Edina asked, shifting the bag to her other shoulder.

"I knew I'd find you here. What the hell were you guys just playing anyway?" Kanae casted a look back at the game where new players were taking their places.

"Oh, that?" The squirreling followed her gaze. "It's like a matching game. 50% chance, 50% bluff. Thing is, everyone should be playing against each other. Renya here did the bluffing for me and baited those suckers in to lose to my fatter hand! Ahahah! Were you around to see their faces? Priceless!"

Edina and Renya knew a nice place to sit down and talk. It was much too noisy out here anyway. On their way out of the open-air gambling plaza, a commotion caught Kanae's attention. The same jackal woman from earlier had accidentally stumbled over a poker game. Cards and chips went flying. She was lying on her front over the mat. Players who had their game interrupted flung insults at her.

"Get out of here, you idiot!"

"That was my winning hand! Whaddya plan to do to compensate me for it?"

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry!" She jumped up and bowed repeatedly in apology.

"What's with her?" Edina asked.

"I dunno. Probably just clumsy." Kanae shrugged.

They were about to leave, but Alicia lingered on the bumbling woman for a little while longer. It took until Renya hollered for the succubus before she finally let it go to catch up. The four made patronage at a hookah bar down the end of the street. Large awnings on the side of nearby buildings extended outwards to shield them from the blazing sun.

The seats were cushions on the sandy ground. A tall glass apparatus sat between them. Coals heated a chamber of water at the bottom. Edina grabbed one of the four thin tubes with a pipe connected to the end and smoked from it. She pulled deeply, keeping the fumes within her lungs for a few seconds, and then letting it all out. Renya, on the other hand, playfully breathed rings out for fun as she smoked.

Kanae joined them, but it was a lot different than smoking from a pipe or cigarette. The vapors brought her to a coughing fit. Its flavor was addictive and immaculately delicious, tasting like a mixture of fruit, tobacco, and candy. She caught her companions up in the meantime and exchanged information.

"Huu! Elemental plane, huh? We got back from Faerealm not too long ago. If we're about to go diving into another world, count me out!" Edina laid down on her back and sighed.

"We might not have to. Just need to stop the Harpy King from dabbling in it somehow. What about you two? Learn anything?" Kanae asked.

Renya nodded. "Yep. It ain't just elementals, lemme tell ya. Word on the streets is the Harpy King's got a legendary guild of monster hunters on his side. Here in Bravost, too. The Dervish Five is what they call themselves. People are saying he paid them a massive fortune in response to Sultana Dudula cozying up to mercs."

"I've heard of the Dervish Five," Alicia chimed in. "A man I charmed mentioned the guild by name, but knew little else about their members. They are supposedly very potent adventurers, formerly Veterans, who have since gone their own way."

If the Dervish Five were in The Diamond, then they must be up to no good. Especially since they were working for the Harpy King. Did it have anything to do with the banquet coming up? Kanae pressed both hands to her face and sighed.

"So, Kanae. This Sadul guy. Can we really trust him?" Edina asked.

"My pussy does," Kanae said.

The other three rolled their eyes and groaned.

"Listen, if anyone is willing to have sex with me of their own volition knowing full well what I am, I feel like they can be somewhat trustworthy. Am I wrong?" Kanae fired back.

"We each had sex with Kanae of our own volition, right? Coincidence? I think not!" Renya offered, siding with her.

"Sometimes, Kanae… I'm ashamed to call you my friend." Edina shook her head.

Alicia eyed their surroundings and said, "It would be no coincidence if the Dervish Five were around. Romira's Stalkers tried to stop Kanae from reaching here, and some members of the East Saviran Trading Association have turned their backs on Sultana Dudula. This banquet is our best shot at uncovering answers directly from the sources."

Everyone agreed. Kanae might have to check up on Sadul before the banquet to make sure he had the platinum token needed for entry. She didn't want their success to only hinge on him. Fortunately, if that plan failed, they had Alicia's magical stealth as back up.

They figured it was time to go meet up with Petyr, Duran, and Claudia. Getting high would have to come later. As they emerged from the hookah bar, the immediate street was deserted. It was teeming with people half an hour ago.

Alicia stared up at a building rooftop across the way. Standing on the shingles was a lone jackal woman of dark brown complexion and a short black bob cut. She was dressed in baggy violet harem pants and a sleeveless tunic of the same color. The length of her giant, curved blade rested against a gilded spaulder on one shoulder and stretched past the other. Both of her rather long ears had their tips nicked off.

"We've seen her before. Several times," Alicia said, shielding her eyes from the sun.

"100%… Isn't that clumsy girl?" Kanae wondered aloud.

The woman leaped off the building, spinning elegantly as she did, and landed gingerly on the ground before them without so much as kicking up dust.

"Greetings, warriors! I see you caught sight of me from afar. Allow me to introduce myself: I am Sofisa Rash'wan!" She bowed low, keeping her blade perfectly balanced.

"I'm pretty sure we saw you a while ago. Like back in the gambling bazaar," Kanae confessed.

"Heh. You must have sensed my killing intent? I expected nothing less from capable warriors such as yourself!" Sofisa exclaimed.

Kanae and Alicia exchanged awkward glances.

"No, we sensed you because you ran into a cart and made them drop their merchandise. We also saw you tripping over poker players near the north tower," Alicia explained.

"You witnessed my blunders? Kuh… How embarrassing! I'm so ashamed! As a revered warrior of the Dervish Five, my mishaps have sullied the guild!" Sofisa cried.

When the name Dervish Five reached Kanae and her companions' ears, they reached for their weapons right away. The tension in the air had thickened, even if the woman before them was throwing a tantrum.

"You have guts showing yourself like this. Who are you after? Is it me?" Kanae asked, Lust drawn and ready to cast Charm at a moment's notice.

"I'm not even sure who you are. But the one I seek is among you. There, in the crimson coat! Renya Rown, the scourge of the seas! The head of Rown Company!" Sofisa brandished her curved sword in the dark elf's direction.

"I'm tickled pink to have my introduction come from another's lips. It's a pleasure to meet you! I suppose all I have left to introduce is— bang, bang!" Renya fired off a shot from each of her flintlocks.

Sofisa sidestepped both blasts. Alicia flung her lightning-bolt shaped dagger. Electricity sparked in an area around it, but she twirled in place and deflected the projectile. She was practically dancing. It looked like a performance as she glided across the battlefield. Her blade moved so fast, it whistled like chimes in the wind.

"Kanae, stealth!" The dagger returned to Alicia's hand just as she vanished into thin air.

Kanae did the same and backed her up. Edina summoned numerous undead warriors, and Renya duplicated herself into four clones. It looked like they had the Dervish cornered— until she spun, and spun, and spun, transforming into a tornado of steel that cut past them, destroying both Legion of the Dead and Renya's clones.

The gale force blew them all away, too. Kanae landed across the block, and Edina dropped head-first on top of her. Renya, with her new enchanted boots, blinked away to safety. Taken out of her invisibility, Alicia landed on the rooftop behind them, covered in dozens of cuts.

"I am Sofisa, crowned Bladedancer! The Dancing Dervish of the Dervish Five! Dance with me, warriors! Or fall behind and be swept up by the reach of my blade!" Sofisa bellowed.

Whenever they tried to get in close, the razor sharp winds cut them like being slashed by a sword. Sofisa's blade was large, but it shouldn't have been able to hurt from meters away. That tornado or whirlwind of hers must be some kind of magic. But did the Bladedancer class ever casted magic? Weren't they a physical melee class?

Even without magic, Sofisa demonstrated master swordsmanship and footwork. The unwieldy blade didn't look like a burden at all and more of an extension of her body. She had demanded that they dance with them, and they fell and tripped so much by comparison. The way she moved was captivating, a perfect blend of violence and performance.

"Nngh…" Alicia fell to her knees.

"Alicia!" Kanae raced over worriedly.

There were wounds all over Alicia. Many were thankfully shallow, but sustaining all those injuries caused her to lose a lot of blood. Truly, a death by a thousand cuts. Kanae didn't have a healing potion on her. Damn it. If only she and Sadul hadn't had sex so much, then he wouldn't have drunk all those potions!

But it was no use complaining over spilled milk.

"Renya, Edina! To me!" Kanae shouted.

They leaped back and high-fived each other. When their hands came in contact, Kanae empowered them with Bond. The ammunition chamber in Renya's flintlocks glowed a darker blue and screeched with volatile energy. Edina summoned a Corpsestitched death knight in all its grotesque glory.

"Yes, warriors! That's more like it!" Sofisa shouted in a frenzy.

Renya fired two devastating shots that could level a building, but the Dervish spun into a tornado again and sent the spellfire veering into the sky. However, the death knight wasn't some lightweight spell to be thrown around. Edina's undead, undeterred by pain, charged through the slicing winds and punted Sofisa. She skidded a few meters back on her heels and flashed a grin.

While they fought, Kanae pressed a hand to Alicia's chest. Fortunately for them, she obtained a new spell while in Lograin— Flash Heal. Although not as potent as a crowned Priest or Paladin's healing magic, its low mana cost and fast application restored the injured succubus in no time.

"Thank you. I'm as good as new," Alicia said and inspected herself.

"Would be nice if I didn't have to recast the same spell ten times to do it," Kanae groaned.

Sofisa cut down scores of Renya's clones in a spinning slash. The death knight slammed down on her with both fists. They hit the ground and cracked the stone streets instead. The Dervish leaped onto the undead's shoulders and vaulted off. She ran past Edina, making a beeline for Kanae and Alicia.

"No resting!" Sofisa sliced downwards, but the two of them separated just in time.

Trying to think of something that might even the playing field, Kanae's hand brushed against Camilla's rapier. Well, the Saint Priest did insist on making use of it. As soon as Kanae drew the thin blade, a new ability entered her skill list.

[Flurry of Thrusts: Take a stance and level the point of the blade at your foes. A single thrust will create echoing thrusts that strike several more times in quick succession.]

Kanae did as the skill suggested and mimicked a stance she had seen Camilla perform before. Feet at shoulders' length apart. Sword arm outstretched and pointed at the enemy. When Sofisa dashed in to close the distance—

"Flurry of Thrusts!" Kanae jabbed the air all but once, but an illusory projection of her arm stabbed half a dozen more times without her so much as moving.

Sofisa gasped. It looked like she wanted to forfeit the attack, but momentum carried her in anyway. She lifted her curved blade up defensively to block the numerous jabs, then darted back once the attacks ended.

"You! I recognize that rapier anywhere. How did you come to possess Camilla Rudeux's rapier?" Sofisa demanded.

"You know Camilla? She entrusted this to me to give to her sister," Kanae said.

Alicia darted behind Sofisa and went invisible. Kanae did the same, entering Magical Stealth.

"That didn't work before!" Sofisa stanced up, blade leveled with the ground.

However, Renya unleashed a volley of gunfire. Edina commanded her death knight and undeads to charge straight in. The Bladedancer performed another spinning slash, deflecting the arcane bolts, destroying lesser undead, and forcing the bigger ones back.

"Keep killing 'em. There's more where they came from!" Edina cackled, summoning forth more undead.

"I can do this all day, bitch!" Renya popped a mana potion to conjure additional clones.

Yet despite their onslaught, Sofisa endured. But everyone tired eventually. Edina and Renya collapsed first, drenched in sweat. The Dervish grew sluggish. Kanae and Alicia, who had been lying in wait while invisible, seized the opening.

Kanae put Sofisa in a headlock from behind. Alicia pulled the beastman's pants down to her ankles, revealing a clean-shaven snatch.

"W-What are you doing? Th-Th-This is unbecoming of warriors in battle! Learn to fight fair, you cowards!" Sofisa cried.

"Fair?" Kanae scoffed.

"I've never known a succubus to fight fair." Alicia stuck her tongue out.

Kanae switched on Futanari, and a massive dick empowered by the Cock Ring of Hardening sprung out to rub against Sofisa's pussy.

"Eeeek! What is that? Why is it so b-big?!" Sofisa stammered.

"Behold, my sword!" Kanae pulled her hips back preparing to thrust into her—

But Sofisa vanished in a gust of wind. Kanae shoved her dick down Alicia's mouth instead.

"The bitch is gone?" Renya came running and asked.

"Looks like it." Edina sighed. "Alrighty, you guys can show yourselves."

"Um… Hold on. We're kind of in an uncompromising position right now…" Kanae switched off Futanari before dropping invisibility.

Alicia did, too, but everyone couldn't help but stare at her.

"Hah! What happened to you? Looks like you went into a boxing ring with an ogre!" Renya exclaimed.

"Uugh… I hink Hanae'sh hock dishlodged my haw…" Alicia pressed a hand to the bottom of her chin and the other to the side of her cheek. One good push shoved the jawbone back into place.

The group winced.

Sofisa was gone, and the plaza was a mess. Edina unsummoned her death knight, and Kanae and Alicia casted Magical Stealth on their companions to leave unnoticed. People were beginning to wander in again. They didn't want trouble when the guards inevitably came to investigate.

The four found an empty alley occupied mostly by rats, which scurried away when Kanae and her companions entered. They pressed their backs to the wall, gasping for breath.

"Renya, do you seriously have no idea why a Dervish was after you?" Kanae asked.

"Beats me! I have a lot of enemies everywhere. Those Dervishes are in cahoots with the Harpy King, ain't they? Don't think I ever pissed the guy off. Not yet at least. Sheesh, I need a smoke. Last time I got beat that badly was by your dick," Renya said and slumped down, searching her coat for a cigar.

"What the hells was that magic she used anyway? I've never seen anything like it," Edina brought up the one thing they were wondering.

Everyone was stumped. No one had so much as a guess.

It was as though Sofisa controlled the very winds at her fingertips. Maybe her weapon was enchanted? If the rest of the Dervish Five were as strong as her, they might have a big problem on their hands.

"Clearly, the bastards want me. I can get lost from the group, and that takes a load off of you," Renya suggested.

"If Sofisa finds you again next time, she won't be alone. You will be though. Are you sure?" Kanae was reluctant about letting her go, but the pirate lord made a good point.

"I'm just a selfish tag-along to begin with, remember? You go on and do your Order of Colors thingy. I'll keep a low profile in the meantime. The carriages are yours to do as you please. It might be best if I find my own mode of transportation. With any luck, we'll all meet in Bravost. Farewell, friends!" She offered an inelegant bow on the way out.

"Despite claiming to be selfish, that was a rather selfless thing she did," Alicia remarked amusedly.

That was Renya Rown after all. No one could really read her other than herself.


Chapter 11

Over the next few days, there had been no signs from Sofisa or the Dervish Five. They hadn't seen Renya either, so she likely held her end of the promise about leaving The Diamond. That meant the Harpy King really did send the Dervishes specifically for her. She was going to be fine though. That much, Kanae was confident about.

And Renya had the right idea. Amethyst Hall should be focusing on their main purpose for being here— the rescue of the Knight of Red, Sivvy Brenhallow. Beyond that, however, stewed another reason. That being to bring Savir under the Commonwealth of Sin's banner. Archbishop Patrice's desire to see two empires butt heads didn't matter to Kanae one bit.

At the end of the day, Kanae held all of the cards and powers of a country. To claim Savir would be to elevate the Commonwealth into that of an empire to match Ortesia's might. There was no bigger deterrence to war than holding just as big a stick. It made sense.

"Mmmm… A succubus' touch. How delectable…" The lamia courtesan coiled her long body around Kanae a little tighter.

"There's more where that came from." Kanae smiled and lifted the woman's face up for a deep kiss.

The two other lamias who were in the tangle drew closer. One hugged Kanae from behind, and the second rested on her belly and stroked her inner thighs. Together, they undulated back and forth, taking turns for a round of intimacy.

Kanae ran a hand infused with Turn Horny down the cool scales of the dark-skinned lamia woman, eliciting a pleasurable sigh. The scales tensed up. Her upper body shuddered and nipples stiffened. When Kanae squeezed each perky mound, the lamia climaxed.

While having Arenade here would have certainly helped a lot in terms of their survivability, her absence was an opportunity. An opportunity to sample the many prostitutes Savir had to offer. Back home, it was the couch for the night if she ever returned with the scent of a sex worker.

But it wasn't all about sex. Before Kanae departed from Radevic, Dalu offered a clue to Red's trail. A Saviran archaeology guild had reached out to Aidenhall for help, and so as a matter of inter-country niceties, the Knight of Red was sent here. So far, she hadn't uncovered any names about such an organization. But it could be that they were based elsewhere than The Diamond. One thing was for sure though. In any city, the two most visited places were always the taverns and brothels.

"There's a lot of history in Savir that I'm curious about. Do you three have a place in mind where a foreigner like me can learn more?" Kanae asked.

"Oh, but you're learning so much history from us already." One lamia slithered down between Kanae's thighs and licked her throbbing clit.

"Nnh… Really though… d-don't you have… ahhh… museums… or something like that?" she pressed them and grabbed a handful of hair from the lamia giving her cunnilingus.

"Hmm." Another lamia climbed up to cuddle with Kanae. "You won't find a museum here. The Diamond is mostly a trade city after all. There's an ancient artifacts and history museum in Bravost. One of my clients took me there as a trip once. It's just a bunch of dusty old tomes and vases. Ah! Didn't we take in a patron yesterday who works there?"

The one licking Kanae glanced up and wiped her chin. "We did. I believe his name was Seif. Kobold man. He was accompanied by a human man, who frequents a different brothel instead. His loss."

Seif? Why was that name so familiar…

Kanae had enough fun for now and got dressed to leave. The lamia trio begged her to stay, but she needed to search elsewhere for clues. Like other brothels. She tipped them handsomely. Maybe a little too handsomely. Her coin purse was starting to get a little light. Edina might be able to spot her some money on loan until they returned to Radevic.

On the way out of the room, Kanae bumped into someone half her size. A kobold. He staggered back and rubbed his canine snout.

"Sorry about that," Kanae apologized. "I—"

"It's you!" The kobold pointed directly at her with his mouth agape.

"Wait… You're Seif? That Seif from Radevic!" she exclaimed.

Luckily for them, the brothel had a taproom downstairs with the express purpose to get patrons drunk and loosen their coin purses. Kanae ordered a drink for Seif, and the two got situated at an open table.

"My word, finding you in Savir is the last thing I expected!" Seif laughed.

"And I didn't expect it to be Savir where you had come from. Where's your colleague?" Kanae asked.

"You mean Panner? He prefers brothels with more… matronly women. For me, hehe… laying with lamias, who are natural predators of my species, comes with its own special kind of thrill. Ahem." He cleared his throat and blushed as a lamia waitress sat their drinks down.

Kanae remembered Seif and Panner from her training to become Knight of Amethyst. She journeyed with them to Faebog to find fairy moss. The scholars had less than academic goals at the time, and considering she found the kobold man in a brothel, his predilections hadn't changed.

"Anyway, what brings you to Savir, Kanae? You're faaaar from Radevic," Seif said.

"It's a long story, but finding you makes things easier. One of the prostitutes mentioned that you work at a museum in Bravost. Do you?" Kanae picked up the carafe to refill his stein.

"Oh, you must mean Ordane's Museum of History and Relics. It is a museum funded by my university, Ordane. I do work there on occasion, yes. I used to be director until Panner and I set off north on an academic research commission. The same one where we met!"

"Right… academic… I want to know about an archaeology guild that may or may not be associated with Ordane. Or the museum," she said.

Seif clammed up in an instant. Kanae noticed that his composure faltered, too. He knew something.

"This is, uh… hardly the time to talk about history and archaeology. I'm only here to partake in the vices of the flesh! If you will excuse me…" Seif got up to leave.

"Stay right here," Kanae compelled him with a charm, and he immediately returned to his seat. She whistled for a waitress to come over. "I'd like a room."

"Of course! Which one of our ladies would you be interested in? Me, perhaps?" the waitress offered coyly.

"Tempting, but just me and my companion over here." She slipped her a couple of gold.

A prostitute had no problem earning some coin doing absolutely nothing. She escorted Kanae and Seif upstairs to an unoccupied room, promising that no one would disturb them.

"Well, Seif? Do you plan on answering me now?" Kanae asked as she pounded their hips together with great force.

"Ahhhh! You crazy succubus, you could have charmed the answers out of me instead!" Seif screamed, writhing and twitching underneath her.

"I've started to really enjoy teasing people. If you don't tell me, I might end up draining you to death~" she warned and showed no signs of slowing down.

The kobold's double penis gushed a pent-up load into Kanae. As they were going soft, she casted Turn Horny to bring them back to an erection again.

"Ouugh… Why does it hurt and feel good at the same time when I orgasm… Okay, fine… I'll tell you… Yes, there was an archaeology guild. They were composed of the best field researchers Ordane University has ever nurtured. Some years ago, when there was less fighting between the three Sultans of Savir, some sort of discovery was made near Elusis, the Harpy King's territory. He petitioned Sultana Dudula and Ordane to send a team of archaeologists there, promising a decade of peace thereafter. She agreed. I heard Ordane even asked northerners for assistance, and they sent a Knight of Color to protect them. But after a time, we lost contact with the team. Their letters and reports stopped coming. As far as we're concerned, the entire guild is gone. The university viewed this as a great mistake and humiliation, and Sultana Dudula ordered that no one ever speak of it again. We know for sure, the Harpy King had something to do with it. Whatever they found must have been worth keeping a secret. Because the hostilities and attacks increased ten fold after!"

So, the Harpy King discovered a relic or power that enabled him to confidently attack the other two sultans. It was enough that he imprisoned the guild and Knight of Red, so they wouldn't return to Sultana Dudula— and by extension, Radevic— with the news. Some of the pieces were coming together.

"I've told you everything… I swear. If you're going to keep going… could you at least kill me by smothering me with your breasts?" Seif asked.

"Nope. You get to live." Kanae climbed off his dicks and grabbed them firmly at the base in one hand. "Whatever plans you and Panner had in The Diamond, cut it short. We'll meet back up in Bravost, because I want to see what's in those messages your archaeology guild sent before they went quiet. Don't worry. I'll reward you two plenty in exchange."

"Gods… save me…" he prayed.


Chapter 12

Kanae, Edina, and Alicia had spent the night in a not-so spectacular inn to stay low. Tucked away under the shadow of the eastern tower was a place called The Rind, where drugs exchanged hands as much as gold did. Rogues waited around every corner and within dark alleyways for the next foolish traveler to walk by. Those with any sense of self-preservation came and went with armed escorts. Even then, they didn't spend more time than necessary, hightailing it out of here after conducting their shady business.

The buildings around The Rind were less tended to than the rest of the city. It made for a gloomy, stark contrast of poverty and exuberant wealth when strolling toward the East Spire, which itself and the roads leading up to it were the only things well-maintained.

Three companions were still unaccounted for. Petyr and Duran, whom Alicia paired together to investigate wealthier parts of The Diamond. Claudia, too, who was on her own to mingle about the city's many bazaars. The vizier was in the most danger. If Cerberus or the Harpy King's people recognized who he was, they would pounce on him in an instant. That was probably why Alicia paired their greatest asset with him.

For now, Kanae didn't have the luxury of searching for needles in a haystack. They just had to hope those three were doing fine on their own. There was still the matter of Sadul and the entry to the East Saviran Trading Association's banquet. When morning arrived, she and her two companions set out to find him. The last Kanae recalled seeing Sadul, he had mentioned staying at the western tower.

"Hm. I appear to have run out of coating venom." Alicia frowned at an empty vial pinched between two fingers.

"Good. I hate your shit. Quit stabbing us!" Edina raised an angry fist at her.

"If there's any place to find some, it's probably here. Should we look around for a store?" Kanae suggested.

"In that case," she began after stowing away her vials, "perhaps the locals may point us in the right direction."

They descended from the second floor to the piercing stares of dubious patrons. Their boisterous conversations became hushed. An air of caution surrounded every table, as though everyone took care not to let slip a secret. It had been this way since the trio took residence in the inn, but at least there was no indication that anyone intended them harm.

"Hey, let's go ask the innkeeper. He probably knows this place the best," Kanae said.

"Better to ask everyone at once to save time. Mass Charm." As soon as the spell left Alicia's lips, the entire floor fell under her control.

Every single person tensed up. A poor elf had his stein an inch away from his lips. The ones with a little more instinct managed to rise from their table, only to be frozen in an awkward half-way position of getting up.

"What happened to a low profile?" Kanae groaned.

"Knight-Commander, please." Alicia waved a hand to dismiss her concerns. "We are succubi. You should grow more accustomed to making use of your abilities. Now then… Questionable citizens of The Rind, I'm in need of venomous coatings for my instruments of negotiation. The deadlier, the better. Who among you would know where I might acquire some?"

"Try… Jarka… He supplies to… Romira's Stalkers. Find him… two blocks south of here, near the… dried fountain… alley with red graffiti of a sword… jingle your coin purse…" a beastman answered while trying his best to resist.

Romira's Stalkers! Those bastard assassins that interrupted Kanae and Sadul when they were having sex! Time to get some revenge, and maybe some answers.

"See? It's much easier when you don't worry about the consequences." Alicia smiled.

"Heh. Maybe I do like you. Your paralytic venom, not so much," Edina said.

They had a name now and so set off into The Rind in search of the dried fountain. A few blocks down like the man had said, and the three discovered what must have once been a beautiful water fountain, now empty and its statue toppled. The short stature and feminine form bore similarities to Duran. Sultana Dudula, maybe?

The immediate area likely used to be a small square. Trees, no longer cared for, had long died from neglect. Its branches served the poor who threw large sheets and tarps over for makeshift tents.

Edina found the alley they were looking for. Peering inside, a menagerie of refuse and debris littered the narrow corridor between two abandoned buildings. Broken furniture, vehicle parts, and discarded belongings piled up on one side. Half-heartedly graffitied on the opposite wall, however, was a sword with the blade covered in red paint.

Kanae and Alicia turned to the squirreling.

"What? You guys wanna use my money?" Edina groaned.

"You're the one with a fat coin purse," Kanae said.

"Fine. But If I'm paying, none of that venom better comes close to me." She snapped her finger, and an abyssal portal split open for an undead to walk out. Her minion carried a bulging satchel of gold, which it shook to rustle the coins inside.

A heavily-cloaked figure jumped down from a window above. He was hunched over, and so covered that only his dark brown eyes showed past the head covering. His scales and clawed hands suggested that he might be a kobold. One hand thumbed the pommel of a curved blade on his belt, and the other carried a comically large case.

"Jarka is here. What is your poison today?" Jarka asked, his voice raspy and low.

"Show me your most expensive," Alicia demanded.

Jarka plopped down on the ground and opened his case. It sprung out as a multi-tiered shelf, containing all manner of poisons, antidotes, and venomous coatings for someone like Alicia. He scooted everything aside to open a hidden compartment on the bottom, revealing a much smaller selection of goods.

"Black wyvern venom, Viper's Kiss, cockatrice spittle, phantasmal wraith essence, Romira's Cocktail, Bleeding Ears, Moonshine, and more. What do you fancy?" Jarka pressed his gangly fingers together, eager to do business.

"Moonshine? Isn't that just alcohol?" Edina furrowed her brows.

"Have you ever drunk moonshine? Jarka has never seen a man lose his eyesights faster. Very dangerous," he said.

"Hmmmm… Fair point." The squirreling recoiled.

Alicia looked over the goods like Arenade would jewelry. The difference being one was significantly more dangerous and shady than the other. She settled on buying a vial of each. Edina threw a fit over them costing over a grand per bottle, but that was the price they paid for extremely dangerous substances. Jarka even threw in a few antidotes because of how much they bought.

"Pleasure doing business." Jarka packed up his belongings and was about to leave until Kanae grabbed his shoulder.

"Not so fast." Kanae motioned Edina and Alicia to surround him.

"S-Something else to buy?" he stammered.

"You sell to Romira's Stalkers, right? They tried to assassinate me once. I want to know where your leader's hideout is so I can… pay them back," she said.

"Jarka only does business! Jarka isn't involved in assa—"

Alicia made a show of dabbing one of her daggers in cockatrice spittle that she just bought from Jarka. She brandished the blade in his terrified face.

"Where is Romira hiding?" Kanae asked and casted Charm on him.

"It is said Romira has multiple safehouses in The Diamond. Jarka knows none of them. Jarka only sells at drop locations, where bags of gold await. Few people have ever even met Romira," Jarka explained.

"Damn it. Alright, get out of here." She released him, and the venom merchant rushed off.

"Was letting him go the right idea?" Edina asked.

"If Jarka never sees this Romira, how could he ever warn them?" Alicia shrugged.

Now that Alicia had her venom, they hailed a carriage to the West Spire. Kanae could breathe easier without eyes burning into their backs at every corner. Instead, there were hundreds more merchants on this side trying to get her attention to buy stuff.

It was noon when they arrived. The beaming sun seared their skin if they weren't under shade. Fortunately, tall buildings and awnings provided them with plenty of relief. The western tower, much like its three other siblings, was a magnificent spire with a beautiful diamond jewel at the very top. Chances were that it wasn't actually diamond, but the crystal certainly glinted like one. A garden of desert flora surrounded the building. Members of great affluence meandered about, offering superficial compliments or conducting trades of excessive volume.

They reached their first obstacle at the bottom of the steps leading up to the tower. Association guards blocked them with pikes.

"Halt. Only members of the East Saviran Trading Association beyond this point, and I don't believe a single succubus has been welcomed as a member yet," one guard said.

"We're looking for Sadul Hadin. How about you show us the way in, so no other guards come and bother us?" Kanae suggested as she exerted a charm on them.

They eased up.

"That lowly pig?" The other sighed. "Alright, follow us and don't wander off. Our heads are on the line here."

The four guards led them up the polished steps to the West Spire.

"Am I casually charming enough people to impress you yet?" Kanae leaned over to Alicia and whispered.

"You're doing great, sweetheart." Alicia smiled.

"Blech. Supreme One's ass, save it for when you two get a room!" Edina groaned from behind.

Interior guards turned a blind eye, seeing that Kanae and her companions were already accompanied by their peers. The entrance was a large archway with gold accents and ornate crown moulding. It led first into a vestibule of polished granite floor and tall columns. Exotic foreign plants not found naturally in Savir decorated the chamber in large vases. A crew of extremely attractive women dressed in sparse and exotic gowns stood behind a long counter, waiting to serve.

Their group walked up to a feline beastman woman, and the charmed guard asked about Sadul's whereabouts. The woman spoke quietly with her fellows, then flipped open a ledger to thumb down a few pages.

"A Sadul Hadin checked in a few days ago. Some of the girls have noticed he has been frequenting the Leisure Hall. You will find it on the first floor, second door on the right." She smiled and bowed.

Two girls closest to the large double doors casted a spell that willed them open. The guards proceeded into a large corridor, a hundred feet high and thirty across, that echoed with every step. Landscape paintings and gaudy effects of excessive wealth furnished the interior. Three doors on either side of the hall led to separate rooms, and the very end of the corridor gradually curved up and out of sight, presumably to the next floor. Each door had a placard that denoted what was behind it. Dining Hall, Bathing Hall, Library Hall…

Kanae sent the charmed guards away once they were in front of the Leisure Hall. She exchanged glances with Edina and Alicia, then pushed open the door. Another corridor, smaller this time and with more doors. It had curtains in place of every entry. Scantily-clad women walked up and down the hallway, entering a room to service the patron inside.

"Excuse me." Kanae caught a harpy lady who was about to enter a room. "I'm looking for Sadul Hadin. Do you know which room he's in?"

"Oh, that's the room I was about to enter. You must be a new girl? Feel free to take my place. I'm going to go take a break, because my arms are killing me!" She turned away to leave.

"Huh. That was easy," Edina said.

They threw open the curtain to a cozy, candle-lit room. Herbs burning from a censer released calming fumes into the air. Sadul was lying face down on a raised cot. He only had a towel resting across his rear.

"It's about time. I've been waiting ages for my massage. Can you start with my—" Sadul choked on his spit when he lifted his gaze at them.

"Shouldn't you be busy getting a platinum token?" Kanae folded her arms.

"Forgive me!" He fell off the cot and groveled on the ground. "I've reached a gold token, but platinum is a whole other beast! B-But I haven't been slacking. I'm making headway. An arms merchant of well-repute has agreed to meet with me. His name is Vevass. I plan to offer my wagons to transport his goods in exchange for his token. W-We're due to meet soon, if you would like to accompany me?"

As soon as Sadul got dressed, the four of them headed up the tower to meet the arms merchant named Vevass. The second and third floor was much like the first, offering amenities to association members free of cost. According to Sadul, the towers were funded by a fee paid at the end of the year. The bookkeepers kept a tight watch on that. It was on the upper floors where room and board were offered, and they were extremely luxurious.

Beautiful red carpet stretched from end to end. Guests availed themselves to recreation rooms and courtesans that the association offered. Arenade would fit right at home here.

"So… These are your friends?" Sadul asked.

"Two of them at least. One left the other day, and three more are somewhere in the city. We've been staying over at The Rind, too. If I knew the towers were this amazing inside, I would've taken up your offer," Kanae groaned.

"Hehe. Well, my lady. The offer is still open. For your friends as well," he suggested lecherously.

"Keep it on your pants. There won't be anything between us if you don't get that platinum token." She glared.

Sadul sulked.

"Why can we not charm this token from said man?" Alicia asked.

"It's a massive organization that has ties to Sultana Dudula. We're trying to befriend her, not sabotage her. But if it comes to that… we might have to," Kanae whispered.

They reached Vevass' room on the fifth floor. Sadul rapped his knuckles on the door, but no one answered. He knocked again.

"It's possible Vevass is out at the moment," Sadul suggested.

"Uh. That's a no, captain. Death Sense is telling me there's a corpse in the room," Edina said.

"Dead? It can't be!" He gasped, then tried to open the locked door to no avail.

"Step aside." Alicia pushed Sadul away and produced a lockpicking tool. After a few seconds of fiddling with the lock, a mechanism inside the door clicked. She twisted the knob without any resistance.

Sitting in the middle of the room was a slender human man of dark complexion. He was bound to the seat, swelled tongue rolled out, and a dagger protruding from his chest.

"Gods… Vevass! Oh, no! Murdered inside an association tower? This can't be…" Sadul dropped to his knees in shock.

Alicia checked Vevass' wrist for a pulse to be sure and shook her head. The man was a goner. Oddly enough, the room was a lot less gruesome than Kanae expected despite an assassination having taken place. There was no blood on the ground. No struggle either since everything seemed to be neatly in place.

"Welp. Least I can do is raise him," Edina said and waved the Pillar of the Damned in front of the corpse.

"ARE YOU MAD?" Sadul cried.

"No, bitch. I'm a necromancer." She lowered the staff, allowing the purple flames on the brazier to seep into the body. "Vevass, right? Answer me: who killed you?"

The corpse sucked in a deep, ragged breath and said, "Ro… mira…"

"Romira again… Why?" Kanae asked.

"Declined… to make a deal… with Cerberus. No profit… to be made… Romira… stabbed me," he answered.

Gutted like a bound pig. If Romira came to Vevass, who else could she be going to?

"This Romira never shows herself but isn't above doing the dirty work. A true rogue," Alicia said thoughtfully.

"This might be related to Cerberus and Ortesia trying to usurp Sultana Dudula. Sadul, you— Sadul?" Kanae couldn't find the beastman merchant until Edina pointed to the door.

Sadul was sneaking out.

"Get back in here," Kanae ordered, compelling him with Charm.

"I-I don't want to do this anymore! I'm scared. Your necromancer friend is scary, too!" Sadul sniveled.

"You're too far in this now to back out. I promise to make it worth your while, Sadul. You're going to help us snuff out an assassin." She grinned.

Sadul didn't like the idea of being used as bait to lure out an assassin, but he was a horn dog. So, he liked sex. A lot of it. The second Kanae promised him more of what they did out in the deserts, he folded like origami into whichever way she wanted. That didn't make him any less terrified. After all, Romira had assassinated someone right under their and the association's noses.

"This the coin we need?" Edina asked as the freshly-raised undead man produced a platinum token from his coat pocket.

"I'll not be party to taking from the dead! Besides, the association and others I've exchanged with will know. It isn't worth the risk!" Sadul explained anxiously.

"He's right," Alicia interjected. "Someone may think Sadul killed Vevass for a token if he has it."

"Guess we don't need you anymore. Sorry you died!" The necromancer compelled the undead to put the token away and returned it to being a corpse.

They quietly walked out of the room when the coast was clear. The last thing they wanted was someone suspecting them of murder. Sadul's room was one floor down. His was a lot less lavish compared to Vevass'. There was no silken furniture, and the room was about the size of one they could grab at an inn.

It had but a single bed, somewhat small for one of Sadul's stature. A wooden trunk sat underneath the frame, bulging from having all his belongings stuffed inside. The room might have been comfortable for a single person, but four was a crowd.

"What now, Sadul? Without Vevass, we just lost our chance at acquiring a platinum token," Kanae said.

"Ha! Did you think I would not account for my own potential failure? If negotiations with Vevass had failed, I have two more contacts to meet. We can only hope they aren't involved in something that may lead to their own murders…" Sadul gulped hard.

For the next hour, they waited in Sadul's room while the discovery of Vevass' death and its subsequent aftermath was underway. Frantic footfalls rushed upstairs to take control of the scene. Members of the association poked their heads out to investigate the commotion, only to turn white upon hearing the news.

Soon, an air of panic and tension fell over the western tower. No one felt safe. Kanae and the others were about to leave when a knock came to the door.

"Sadul Hadin! Are you in?" A commanding voice petrified them and turned the man himself into a doddering mess.

"W-W-W-What do I do? What if they suspect me?" Sadul stammered.

"We don't know that yet. Just answer the door and act normal. If anything goes wrong, there's three succubi in the room to do something about it," Kanae said.

"Hey, I like being referred to as the world's greatest necromancer and not a succubus," Edina chimed in.

Kanae pushed the squirreling to the back of the room and yanked Sadul to the front. She urged the nervous beastman to open the door before it got any more suspicious. He recomposed himself, swallowed the lump in his throat, and answered.

"Yes? It is I, Sadul Hadin!" Sadul replied in the most haughty manner possible. "Whom do I have the pleasure of speaking to?"

"Spire guard. Tollen. Would you open the door so we may speak face to face?" the man named Tollen asked.

Sadul shot them a nervous look. Kanae nodded and gave him the go-ahead. When he threw open the door, a tall dark elven man regarded him with a bow.

"Oh, my apologies. I did not know you had company," Tollen said about Kanae, Edina, and Alicia.

"You better be sorry. I was about to have my weekly orgy with this gorgeous trio until you interrupted us!" Sadul complained.

Kanae stabbed him in the back with the tip of her tail. Sadul tensed up and cleared his throat.

"I only came to inform you that a murder has taken place. Rest assured, Association officials are on it. West Count Yanna does urge that you stay inside if possible. Have a good day, sir!" Guard Tollen bowed and scurried off.

They breathed a sigh of relief after shutting the door.

"We're technically the last people to see Vevass' body, and Sadul had plans to meet with him. If someone knew, they would undoubtedly suspect him first," Alicia said.

After a few more minutes of letting things cool down, they emerged from Sadul's room at last. Alicia wreathed herself in Magical Stealth and went to take a peek up on the other floor. She came back reporting that guards swarmed Vevass' room, treating it as a crime scene.

People were justifiably terrified. They rushed back to their rooms and locked themselves in. Kanae might have even heard chairs being wedged up against the doors.

Unfortunately for Sadul, he wasn't afforded the same luxury or safety. The man sulked all the way down to the second floor, leading them to a grand, outdoor dining area. Tables were draped in ivory cloth. Waiters and waitresses in dancer garbs answered the calls of a patron with extreme promptness. Trees with thick canopies provided shade from the blistering sun.

Due to the recent murder, there didn't seem to be many patrons around. The few present were completely unfazed or had a number of armed guards accompanying them.

"Will that be a table for four, sir?" a harpy hostess asked.

"No, thank you. Someone is expecting me. The Mamba," Sadul said.

The feathers on the harpy ruffled, like her entire body had just tensed up.

"Very well. Follow me." She forced a smile and gestured for them to follow.

"What was that about? The woman looked spooked," Kanae whispered.

"Well… you're about to find out," Sadul groaned.

The hostess brought them to a knee-high table occupied by a lamia man lying on his side. She bowed and made herself scarce. Immediately, Sadul looked a lot more meek and Edina instinctively hid behind Kanae's back. Their attention fell to a woven basket beside him that was twitching and squeaking. A wry smile flashed on the serpent's face when he saw them. He pulled the lid aside and reached in to pick up a rodent by the tail, then tossed the tiny creature into his mouth, slurping up the tail like a noodle.

"Sadul, you're looking rather fat and appetizing today." His voice was velvety smooth and carried a hint of playfulness.

"H-Hello to you, too. My friends, this is Theo Mambahu, also known as The Mamba. Theo, these friends of mine, Kanae, Edina, and Alicia," Sadul introduced them shakily.

Theo Mambahu's emerald eyes constricted into horizontal slits at them. The handsome lamia man was from a race of large serpents. His lower half rested on the ground like a neat coil of rope, while his upper half lounged sideways beside the table. Most of his lean body was a dark gray. His skin tone was deep brown, almost a brilliant umber. Long black hair made into a ponytail wrapped around his shoulders like a shawl. The most noticeable thing of all was the giant ruby ring on his index finger. Kanae had never seen a jewel that big before, and it had to be worth a massive fortune alone.

"Greetings, Sadul and friends of Sadul. It is a rather odd time to be out and about when there is a killer around, yes? Poor Vevass is dead, and his murderer is nowhere to be found. Such an odd state of affair the association has found itself in. But it must be important for you to have come to me. So, what can The Mamba do for you today?" Theo asked, helping himself to another live snack.

"I… er… We, uh… need to…"

"A platinum token to enter the upcoming banquet," Kanae answered in Sadul's place.

At last, Theo rose to a staggering nine feet in height and towered over them, and his tail still had some length left. Alicia's hands went to the hilt of her daggers as he approached. However, he singled out Sadul and constricted around him.

Theo threw an arm around Sadul's shoulders and looked Kanae in the eyes. "Lamia have a peculiar scent receptor other races such as yourselves don't. It allows us to smell fear. If you've never smelled such a scent before, it is an unfathomable thing. I believe it is not too dissimilar to a succubus catching the whiff of someone who is stimulated, yes? Right now, I smell the fear of death, and disappointingly, I am not the cause. Could you perhaps… know what happened to Vevass?"

"We just want to get to the banquet…" Kanae repeated nervously.

"If you do not wish to tell me, fine." He let Sadul go and returned to his seat. "Cracks in a building's foundation are always a sign of trouble. I can see the cracks in the East Saviran Trading Association all along its walls. That does not bode well for the economy. I'm willing to give you my token, but trade is a two-way exchange. Your group— leaving Sadul aside— seems very capable, and I have a need for capable adventurers. Assist me, and…" He revealed a token with a sapphire embedded in the center. "This shall be yours."

Sadul gasped so hard it sounded like he swallowed his own tongue.

"His tongue and words drip with venom. I don't trust him," Alicia warned.

"I don't think we have much of a choice. Do we have any reasons not to trust you?" Kanae asked, casting a charm over the lamia.

"You did not just charm The Mamba!" Sadul panicked.

"Hehe. Dealing with succubi. How exhilarating! I am no trustworthy serpent, but in this you can trust The Mamba. I mean you no ill-intentions, nor do I intend to betray this deal," Theo answered honestly.

Alicia was taken aback. Kanae had Theo firmly under her control, so he couldn't lie. At the same time, he didn't express any anger for what she just did. Others definitely would.

"What do you want us to do for you?" Kanae asked and released him from her spell.

"I own a ruby mine not far north of here, a small mine but one that produces the largest nuggets anyone has ever seen. Its beautiful jewels adorn the wealthiest of Savir, even upon the likes of Sultana Dudula and Harpy King. Even among members of Ortesia's Lord Council. Recently, it has come under attack by monsters. The adventurers of The Diamond are too incompetent for the task. You three will liberate it for me, and the token is yours. Sadul, you stay and keep me company in the meantime," Theo said.

"I, uhh… I think I'm feeling a little tired. A nap up in my room should do me some good." Sadul tried to walk away, but Theo's tail snatched his ankle. The heavy beastman fell to the ground with a loud thud, and the lamia reeled him up to the table against his will.

The three got going for Sadul's sake. No telling if Theo was going to have him for a meal if they took too long. They exited from the west end of the city, and Edina summoned her undead dragon to give them a ride.

"Edina, you're half succubus. A necromancer who can call forth untold numbers of undead at will. Why are you afraid of that cattle serpent?" Alicia asked.

"You try being born as one the smallest races in the world," Edina retorted. "I'm like one-fifths his size! I see a big snake and big harpy, I hide. It's instinct. Simple as. I mean, you gotta have something you're afraid of. Don't tell me 'nothing', because I know you'd be lying."

"I suppose… I'm…" She squeezed her arm and frowned.

"See. Everyone's got something that spooks 'em. Even a big bad succ like you," the squirreling said.

Kanae had a feeling what it was. Alicia spent centuries alone inside the sunken temple, tending to other lives under the control of Ambrosia. All those years down there would mess up anyone. When she rested a hand over Alicia's, the succubus returned a gentle squeeze and soft smile.

Edina continued and glanced over her shoulder with a grin. "But being afraid of something ain't bad though. You find out who really has your back when they come to help."

"I'll be sure not to seek help from you when it comes to dealing with lamias and harpies then." Alicia teased back.

"Okay… Next time we play poker, I'm taking you for everything you got." She rolled her eyes.

An encampment surrounding a cavern entrance came into view. Mine carts and equipment sat idle outside. Tents had been blown away, leaving behind stakes in the ground with ripped cloth. It looked like a modest operation when in use, but right now, the place had been overrun by large mole rat beasts.

Their giant claws dug trenches and holes into the earth. Some excavated sections of the wall had collapsed as a result.

"We're supposed to exterminate all of them? This is going to take days," Alicia said.

"Just gotta start killing then! Legion of the Dead, slaughter in your necromancer's name!" Edina summoned an army of undead warriors. They easily cut down the mole rats, whose only mode of defense was to retaliate with their claws. Against armor, however, those claws might as well be toothpicks.

"You see why I find it hard to believe you're scared of lamias? Especially when you speak of slaughter as casually as a stroll in the park." The rogue succubus folded her arms.

The extermination came to an abrupt stop when the mole rats retreated into holes to hide underground. Edina's undead didn't fit, and very soon had nothing left to fight.

"Well, this didn't solve anything. The mole rats are still around. We just can't kill them now." Kanae sighed.

"What the fuck did you want me to do then? Why don't you tag-in and do something!" Edina grabbed Kanae's hand and slapped it with her own.

Kanae walked up to a hole and peered in. There was movement inside, but the mole rats had very obviously entrenched themselves too deep to be reached by normal means. Suffice to say, they weren't coming out. Unless…

"Shall we leave and return once they resurface?" Alicia suggested.

"No, I'll lure every single one out. Hopefully. Just get ready to kill them all at once, or I'm going to have a terrible time. Or a good one, depending on what they're packing." Kanae shrugged.

Edina and Alicia lifted off into the air. Meanwhile, Kanae positioned herself before the mouth of the cave. Hundreds of holes dotted the site. This should be a better place than any. She breathed in a deep breath and switched on Versatile Womb.

The winds were beginning to pick up again. They were dry and easily wicked moisture away. Fortunately for Kanae, she was extremely horny by default. Her wet pussy gushed simply by existing. The fabric of Matron's Regalia rubbed against her stiff nipples. As a breeze blew in, it carried the scent of a breedable womb across the mining encampment.

Mole rats emerged from their holes, few by few at first, dozens, and eventually hundreds. Their noses sniffed the air, luring them to Kanae with the irresistible urge to mate and impregnate. That urge turned them violent, fighting for the chance to inseminate a female.

"I hope you guys have something before they turn me into a mole rat queen!" Kanae yelled.

Alicia landed beside Kanae and pushed her down. She spun in place, sending sharpened knives flying out in every direction and killing scores of mole rats.

"Perfect! Edina, use your undead to block their escape!" Kanae instructed.

"Gotcha!"

Many of the undead warriors simply jumped into the holes to clog it up. Two hulking death knights stood in front of the entrance into the mine. Left with nowhere to hide, Alicia and Edina's minions cut the rest of them down, and Kanae didn't fall victim to mole rat motherhood.

With their quest completed, Edina raised one of the mole rats into undeath to bring back with them. The sun was beginning to set by the time they returned. Theo Mambahu and Sadul were still in the dining area when they got back. However, the boar beastman had passed out on the ground. The lamia sipped leisurely from a glass of wine, offering a welcoming smile.

"You better not have killed him…" Kanae squinted.

"If he perished, it would have been his own doing. Despite his appearances, Sadul is quite lightweight. Well, is my ruby mine pest-free?" Theo asked.

Edina snapped her finger, and an undead mole rat climbed onto the table. She snapped again to release it from undeath, letting it plop down unmoving.

"Wonderful!" Theo clasped his hands gleefully and pulled out the token. "Since Sadul is incapacitated, perhaps you would like to accept this in his stead?"

As soon as Kanae reached for the coin, Theo closed his hand over hers and pulled her in. Edina and Alicia twitched forward with their weapons, but she motioned them against it.

"A word of caution when you attend the banquet: the special wine they plan to serve will be poisoned. Do not under any circumstances drink it. Romira intends to poison as many Dudula loyalists as possible in the association," Theo explained.

"And… How do you know this?" Kanae asked.

"A reward for my cowardice. I preserved my life by accepting the same deal that got Vevass killed for refusing. I risk my hide telling you this. But I'll be damned if Ortesia thinks they can buy us off. As an association merchant, there is no greater insult. Now…" He let go and shooed her. "You're ruining my sunset, which I prefer to enjoy alone. Take the piggy with you. Sadul is a poor drinking companion."

With Edina and Alicia helping, they walked the wasted beastman back to his room. The gold token was missing from his person. Theo likely already took it in exchange. That was probably the lamia's plan all along. He wouldn't be able to enter the banquet with a lower rank token.

"The banquet is in two days," Kanae said.

"Which means it may be too late to hunt down Romira. We will have to foil her plans on the day of. This sounds like a job for a rogue." Alicia smirked.

"I'm going to be attending the banquet with Sadul. We haven't been able to get in touch with Claudia and Petyr yet. Will you two be alright on your own?"

"Magical Stealth does allow me to obscure myself and another person," she said thoughtfully.

"Huh? Aww, shit… I have to go with you?" Edina groaned.


Chapter 13

On the evening of the East Saviran Trading Association's banquet, just shy of an hour before the event, Alicia sharpened her knives with a whetstone and counted her vials of venom. Cold water ran down her fingers from a trough as she pushed the blade against stone. Failure wasn't an option tonight. In truth, the mission itself didn't matter so much to her. But because the order came directly from Knight-Commander Amethyst— from Kanae Toyomi— that she couldn't afford to fail.

While Alicia prepared, Kanae was on her way with Sadul to the banquet held at the southern spire of The Diamond. The assassin, Romira, would attempt to poison numerous guests there. In truth, the association's lives didn't matter to Alicia. But they did to Kanae, and that was all the impetus she needed.

There used to be a time when Alicia cared little for anything other than her sisters. The Queen-Mother's love and orders were absolute. But they betrayed her. They trapped her underneath a temple to do their bidding for centuries, with nothing but the cold walls, humming portals, and their inhabitants for company. Then… Kanae and Claudia came for her, like a bright light in the darkness.

Becoming a citizen of the Commonwealth of Sin was a foreign thing. To walk amongst and converse with cattle used to be unheard of for her. But Kanae had given her purpose. Given her warmth.

Sighing, Alicia glanced up. The room had gotten dark and quiet. For a rogue, these were supposed to be comforts. Not anymore. Shadows seemed to dart about in the corners of her vision. Hushed whispers, like a caressing wind, assailed her from every direction.

Alicia shuddered. She got up to turn on all the oil lamps around the room, casting away the biting terrors. She wasn't alone anymore. She found love in someone. She reunited with two sisters, Hilde and Claudia. She even befriended what would have been regarded as cattle years past.

But despite all these reassurances, Alicia was still hard pressed to be certain. What if she hadn't broken free of Ambrosia's grip yet? What if allowing her to be found by Kanae and Claudia turned out to be some scheme? The enchanted ink, which had taken shape as a vulgar comment, served as proof that her agency was her own again. It still felt like she was dancing in Ambrosia's palm.

"We've only been apart for half an hour, and I already want to see you again…" Alicia muttered under her breath.

The door swung open. In came the half-succubus squirreling, who was one of Kanae's closest friends.

"You ready yet?" Edina strolled in, dispelling the peace and quiet, much to Alicia's silent gratitude.

"Edina, I've noticed a pattern with you. You're always entering unannounced. What's the point of privacy if you're barging into places all the time?" Alicia frowned.

"Your preaching about privacy is falling on deaf ears. Don't think I haven't noticed you sneaking into Kanae's room all the time," she said.

"I just want to make sure she's safe. At any rate, yes. I'm ready. Romira will not have her way this time. A true assassin would not have been so messy."

Alicia casted Magical Stealth on herself and Edina, and the two took off from the window of their room. The South Spire could be seen from where they left. Like the other three, they stretched into the heavens.

Their task was simple: locate the poisoned wine. If Romira or any of her stalkers were skulking around, then capture them. Kanae was relying on the two, because she would be busy mingling and befriending the association members. They couldn't allow those same members, at least those who were loyal to Sultana Dudula, to fall victim to Romira's plot tonight.

After all, the smooth passage of this banquet was a key step to the plan Kanae had confided with Alicia in. That being, the acquisition of Savir into what would eventually become the Empire of the Commonwealth. She intended to do this for Kanae. Not out of duty as a member of Amethyst Hall or a sense of obligation to repay her for this freedom, but simply for her.

When they reached the tower, hundreds of people were slowly shuffling up the steps to enter. Kanae and Sadul were among them, or perhaps already inside. Many were dressed in exotic and beautiful gowns, undoubtedly far too exorbitant for the common citizen. They came in large carriages pulled by the healthiest beasts. They wore dresses made of vibrant feathers, suits inlaid with gemstones, and jewelry clung to the fingers and ears of every guest.

These were the elites of the East Saviran Trading Association, who had no idea that an assassin sought to end their lives. Well, not if Alicia and her squirreling partner had anything to say about it.

"Look at them, flaunting their goods. I can go down right now and swoop off some rings and necklaces, and they'd be none the wiser. Heh… Hehe… gold rings, diamond earrings…" Edina slowly drifted down, lured in by the glint of trinkets.

"Edina, not now. Kanae entrusted us with a very important task!" Alicia grabbed hold of the squirreling before she went too far.

Kanae had warned of Edina's kleptomaniacal inclinations. Alicia just didn't know to what extent it could seduce her. What a strange woman, to be so wealthy herself and yet desire so much to continue taking from others.

"Hey, lookie there. Someone left a window open." Edina snapped out of it and pointed to an opening with a bright light.

It was maybe a floor beneath where the guests were entering from. Judging by the wagons and carts off-loading crates, this must be where the food was coming from. When they drew closer to peer inside, the savory scent of gourmet cuisine proved that to be true. Servants and cooks raced around the kitchens, delivering meals outside and empty plates in. The head chef, a large centaur man, barked orders to his subordinates.

The two entered from the window, staying close to the ceiling and out of the way of rushing cooks. They hovered over the food to try and spot anything suspicious, but nothing was ringing any alarm bells. These cooks were just doing their jobs as usual.

At least until Alicia noticed one elven man pulling out a dark vial and dripping some liquid into some cake batter. He mixed it in and went to do something else, leaving the bowl behind.

"I believe we've found our culprit," Alicia said.

"You sure about that?" Edina furrowed her brows and flew over to the bowl of batter.

"We will need to quietly dispose of this somehow…" She waited for an opening when the squirreling dipped her finger into the mixture. "Edina, what are you doing?!"

Edina stuffed the same finger into Alicia's mouth.

"It's just vanilla extract. Could use a few more drops though. Tastes bland." Edina double-dipped her finger for another taste.

"If that was poisoned…" Alicia sighed.

"I'm part undead, so I have resistance to poison! Most it'll do is give me the runs," she explained.

Back to square one then.

The kitchens were incredibly loud. Alicia squeezed her eyes shut to think. Where would Romira and the assassins be? Poisoning the goods before they arrived here would probably have been their best move. Trying to plant poison with all the commotion going on might be too difficult. If it were up to her, with all the cargo coming and going, swapping in the poisoned stuff to replace an existing stock made the most sense.

They needed to find where the wine cellars were first. Alicia beckoned Edina to follow. She leaned next to the head chef and placed a charm on him.

"Dismiss yourself and lead us to where you keep your wine," Alicia whispered to the centaur.

"I'll be heading to the cellars to check on the wine. The desserts better be ready by the time I return!" he bellowed.

The hallway was just as crowded. Waiters pulled their carts up to the kitchen chamber to restock, then hurried down the corridor, presumably to the banquet floor. Alicia and Edina made themselves comfortable on the centaur man's back. Servants jumped aside to let him through, not willing to try the scowl on his face.

They descended to a basement floor, and it seemed the Saviran heat had vanished. This floor was incredibly cool. Alicia didn't like that. The mild chill served as a harsh reminder of her imprisonment.

Eventually, the centaur pushed open a large wooden door. It gave way to a cellar, stocked with assorted alcoholic drinks from the floor up to the ceiling. There were even bottles typically found only in Ortesia and Artaggon. In spite of Savir's reclusiveness, the East Saviran Trading Association must have quite the webbed network of contacts.

Alicia ordered their unwilling guide away so they could investigate in peace. The cellar was enormous. This was going to take some time. Fortunately, they had just the necromancer to make up for it.

"Edina, we'll need your— Edina?" Alicia glanced left and right, only to realize the squirreling was missing.

Glasses clinked together a few aisles deeper. Alicia tensed up. Whoever it was could be the assassin. She quietly followed the noise expecting to find them. Instead, she came across Edina in the middle of taking a swig of bottle.

"What are you doing?" Alicia folded her arms.

"I'm checking if the goods are poisoned! This 409 Lava Brew ain't. Hehehe… Time to taste test some Artaggon whiskey…" Edina popped open the cork just as the cellar door creaked open.

Both of them turned in the direction of the entrance, but the aisles upon aisles of wine shelves obscured their vision. However, they didn't need to see to hear the multiple footfalls entering the cellar. Something loud and clunky entered with them, likely a cart of some kind.

"We're still invisible, right?" Edina whispered.

"Yes, but be quiet." Alicia hushed her.

"We have ten minutes," a raspy voice said. "The champagne should be in the back, all gathered and sitting on a counter. Replace them and make it quick."

Alicia and Edina exchanged glances. They flew to the end of the aisle to see eight servants pushing carts full of bottles down the lane. One of them, who stayed behind at the door, was a beastman woman with dark feline features. She was also dressed in a servant's attire, but similar to the centaur chef whose station was a step above those under him.

The woman's piercing eyes surveyed the cellar, and although she stood alone, Alicia couldn't find any openings. This person was extremely guarded. They had to be an assassin, and it took one to know one.

"Hic!" Edina squeaked loudly, then covered her mouth. "Oops."

That same sharp stare snapped to where they were floating.

"Gods…" Alicia groaned into her hand.

In a split second, the beastman was on top of them with a dagger clenched in each hand. Alicia yanked Edina backwards. The blades struck the shelf instead. Rattled bottles slipped and shattered on the floor, spilling their contents. She dashed back herself to put distance between them.

"You might be stealthed, but my ears are just as keen. I don't know who you are or what you're doing here, but you won't be leaving this cellar alive!" the assassin shouted.

"Might you be Romira?" Alicia asked, dropping Magical Stealth from her and Edina.

"Succubi?" She glowered. "Yeah, I'm Romira. But if you somehow found me, it seems I'm starting to lose my touch. You are?"

Alicia didn't answer. She used her tail to motion Edina towards where Romira's men had gone. The squirreling dashed down the aisle without Romira so much as trying to intercept.

"Not worried about your cohorts? That's a capable necromancer going after them," Alicia teased.

"I know better than to take my eyes off someone crowned an Assassin, too. I'll deal with her after I deal with you!" Romira flung a volley of shivs.

When Alicia flew up to evade them, a shadow draped her from above. Romira had hopped atop the shelves and descended on her with daggers primed for the kill. Alicia met the assassin head on with steel of her own. They jumped from shelf to shelf, knocking over dozens of bottles at a time. Their blades clashed amidst the cacophony of shattering glass.

Both assassins' weapons were coated in venom. They knew this about each other from just a glance. All it took was one cut, one nick, superficial or otherwise, and it was over. While the two were locked in combat, Alicia attempted to charm Romira. However, a sharp pain ran up her spine and scratched at her brain. In that brief moment of distraction, Romira landed a cut. Alicia crashed into the side of a shelf, and bottles of wine rained down on her. She pressed a hand to the small wound on her left arm, already festering from whatever venom the assassin used.

"That look. You just tried to seize my mind! Haha! Those hoighty-toighty elves' potion really work!" Romira laughed.

Alicia clicked her tongue. The anti-succubus magic potion. If only she had a reversal potion on hand, but that wouldn't matter here. Force feeding it to Romira would have been just as difficult. She tried to swallow and faced resistance.

"Are you feeling it?" Romira taunted. "I call it 'Romira's Cocktail' after myself. The coating is a mixture of several rare venomous snakes in Savir. First, your throat tightens. Next, paralysis and you lose your vision soon after. But you keep your hearing and feeling, because I wanted to be sure my victims hear my voice before they go. I'm the only one with the antidote." She patted herself on the chest. "Now to deal with your companion, and then the rest of the banquet. I've got a big pay day ahead of me!"

Thinking herself victorious, Romira turned her back to Alicia. Just like the assassin described, she was seeing less and less. Everything was growing dark, just like underneath the temple. The silence was the most unbearable thing of all…

It was why when Kanae and Claudia had entered, even though she was still under Ambrosia's sway at the time, their voices brought her comfort. Alicia always thought Claudia would be the last thing on her mind. She loved her sister very dearly and would go to war for her. However, Kanae's smile was the most vivid. Failing wasn't an option. Failing meant letting Kanae down.

Alicia had lost control of her hands by now, but she could still move her tail. The antidote satchel, third compartment from the right. Popping the cork off was the hardest part. It nearly slipped from her hold several times. She tipped the vial into her mouth, but the liquid refused to go down. Her throat had clenched shut. Not willing to let it end here, the succubus tossed the vial away and pressed her tail down her throat to breach an opening.

Mere seconds passed, and Alicia could breathe again. Her sight returned. Time for round two. She picked up her daggers and flew to the back of the cellar.

Edina and her undead minions had defeated Romira's goons. Romira herself looked frustrated. Although the necromancer was covered in cuts, the venom didn't have as strong of an effect as she likely hoped.

Silently and quick as a breeze, Alicia slashed Romira across the back. The assassin stumbled forward and whirled around.

"You? How?!" Romira gasped.

"You think you're the only one versed in venom? I reverse-concocted your venom when I purchased Romira's Cocktail from Jarka." Alicia sneered and sheathed her blades now that victory was assured.

Romira panicked, searching her person for an antidote. She found it and emptied the vial down her throat. But the antidote did nothing for her. She collapsed to the ground, unable to move.

"What… did you cut me… with?" Romira muttered past stiff lips.

"Did you think I had coated my weapons with your special cocktail, too? Oh, no. It is a simple venom of paralysis. Unlike you, I have no need for theatrics. It matters only that I get the job done," Alicia taunted in return.

"Whew. Glad I'm not on the receiving end of that venom this time." Edina skipped over and slapped Alicia on the back.

"What happened to the poisoned champagne?" she asked.

Edina thumbed behind her to the puddle of broken glass and fizzy alcohol. The crates of non-poisoned champagne remained untouched on the counter. When the servants inevitably arrived, they would have the misfortune of cleaning all this up, but that was better than dealing with numerous dead banquet guests.

Alicia fetched the centaur head chef to come back with a cart. They stuffed the paralyzed Romira in and tossed a tablecloth over her. She and Edina dressed themselves in servant's clothing before setting off upstairs in search of Kanae.

The magnificent banquet hall was abuzz with energy, and no one was dead. Unfortunately, they couldn't find Kanae. They did come across a sulking Sadul, who knew where she was. He led them upstairs to someone's bedroom, inside of which sounded like an orgy was taking place.

They threw open the door to find Kanae sandwiched between two men. She had dicks all around her, their seed drenching her entire body and hair. A true feasting succubus, having the time of her life.

"Yes! More, harder! I love being fucked in both holes! I'm getting close… I'm getting—" Kanae locked eyes with Alicia and Edina.

"The eternal horndog strikes again. We'll leave you to it." Edina dipped away.

"We're here to report our mission is complete. The poisoned wine has been dismantled. Romira also won't be a problem anymore. We shall see you back at the inn, since it appears you are currently indisposed." Alicia giggled, shutting the door on the way out.

"Eh? Wait! It's not what you guys think! I'm just… I'm cumming— aahhh!" she howled.

Suffice it to say, there had been no shortage of excitement being by Kanae's side. Alicia could think of no better place to spend her newfound freedom.


Chapter 14

A little earlier…

Kanae gathered her two most trusted confidantes of Amethyst Hall, Edina and Alicia. Well, the only two. Claudia and Petyr were still absent, which presented a whole host of problems in itself. After the banquet, if they survived, she would need to refocus their efforts in finding them.

The sun was beginning to set. A commotion had picked up within their questionable, cozy inn downstairs. Patrons exchanged shouts and punches, fueled by flowing alcohol. Meanwhile, the wealthy elites and those who sought to elevate themselves were gearing up for the East Saviran Trading Association's banquet. Many had no idea that this may very well be their last.

"I'll be meeting up with Sadul at the West Spire before heading to the banquet. There's a chance Romira and her stalkers will be on the main floor. If not, the only other place I can see them poisoning drinks is wherever the servants are working. That's where you two come in. Find a way inside, stealthily! We don't want to raise any suspicions. Normally, I'd have paired you two up with other people. This is kind of an odd combination. You guys are going to be okay, right?" Kanae asked nervously.

Alicia nodded.

"Of course, we will. What're you so worried about?" Edina was stuffing herself with a bowl of walnuts, since she wouldn't have time to eat later.

"I'm worried about you making a ruckus like the patrons downstairs, Edina. I can trust Alicia to be quiet. I don't know for sure you won't just summon a death knight to ransack the place for an assassin. Or sneak off to steal some rich guest's jewelry," Kanae explained.

"I'll keep my sticky fingers to myself, alright? Sheesh! And no undeads. At least not unless Alicia gives me the okay," she promised.

Kanae was still worried. These two hadn't worked together alone before. But they had no other choice and needed to make do. On the bright side, both Alicia and Edina were strong enough to take care of themselves.

Maybe having sensed Kanae's apprehension, Alicia took a step closer to her.

"Would you be more at ease if Edina accompanied you to the banquet, and I alone to search for Romira?" Alicia suggested.

"No, I'll be fine. If I sent you out alone and something were to happen to you, I don't think Claudia would forgive me. But I guess she's as much at fault for not being here." Kanae chuckled.

Now that the three of them knew the plan, they went their separate ways. Kanae departed from the inn and straight for the West Spire. Alicia was kind enough to grant her Magical Stealth so she could fly all the way there unbothered. Instead of going through the front door like last time, she flew up to the window of his room and knocked.

Kanae heard a terrified yelp from inside. Sadul creeped up to the window and slightly pulled the drapes aside. He peered side to side, only to become more perturbed by the moment. Since Magical Stealth was a spell effect, she dismissed it by casting Dispel on herself. The beastman jumped back with a start, then quickly returned to open the window.

"Good gods… I thought assassins had come for me!" Sadul cried.

"If they were going to kill you, it would happen at the banquet and not here. Are we ready to leave?" Kanae asked on the way in.

"We still have some time. But before that, I have a gift for you." He eagerly gestured for her towards the bed.

Laid out on top was a beautiful fiery red and orange gown made of silk. Unlike the gaudy aesthetic of Radevic and prim and properness of Ortesian design, the Saviran dress showed a lot of skin. A deep cut ran down the bust. She would show a lot of cleavage with it on. Although the dress went down to the ankles, its thigh splits traveled up to the waist. If the wind blew the wrong way, she would show her bare ass for all to see.

Kanae had been in Savir long enough to learn there were two kinds of feminine dress. This was the more erotic of the two. The other used a lot of textiles as a show of wealth, such as multiple layers of skirts and a mantle to cover the shoulders. Those covered much more skin, and the women wearing them were more coveted and likely of higher class stature. Conversely, less fabric of a formal dress came to mean one had come from less wealth. In other words, closer to a prostitute.

"What… What do you think?" Sadul asked, anxiously wringing his hands.

"I like it. Honestly, I'd be more disappointed if I had to wear the less revealing ones." Kanae got changed with his help and stood in front of the mirror to admire her assets. She noticed from the reflection that an erection strained his pants. Seeing her in his culture's clothing must have been a real turn-on. Too bad they didn't have time to get frisky. Thistle, the Matron's Regalia, she stuffed into a small hand bag. There wasn't much fabric to hide anyway.

Sadul threw on a rather elegant tunic. Tan in color, golden embroidery on the chest, and a turban with a ruby broach. They descended the tower together alongside other members of the association on their way to the same place— the banquet. Every single one of them donned the finest clothes, many of which probably worn for the very first time. There were women of varying levels of wealth, some in just as skimpy of a dress as Kanae and others dragging a whole clothing store. A few of the latter had with them servants to carry the tail of their dresses.

Outside at the foot of the tower, carriages lined up and down the streets to ferry passengers to the banquet. A beastman couple who looked like they were of the lower echelon of the association approached a larger carriage. However, the stagecoach brushed them off for a much wealthier dark elven dame.

"After you, my lady!" Sadul opened the carriage door of a modest carriage, whose stagecoach found the two of them suitable enough to chauffeur.

As soon as Kanae climbed in, they set off into the early evening. A designated road had been cleared by association guards, leading all the way up to the South Spire. Citizens watched with envy from their homes and the curb. It was almost like a parade, or a show of wealth to the masses by the East Saviran Trading Association.

"Okay, Sadul. We're not going to this banquet just to have fun. We have an assassin to deal with, and traitors who want to undermine Sultana Dudula to root out. As an association member, are there any names that might come to mind?" Kanae asked.

"That's the thing. No! I don't know why anyone in their right mind would go against the sultana. The association has only prospered under her reign. To think that someone would work against her is unthinkable. I can only imagine… Perhaps it is someone wronged by the association and is seeking revenge?" Sadul wondered aloud.

"We can work with that! Do you know someone who was maybe bullied or taken for granted by the association?"

"Numerous people! I, as well. It is merely the way of business. I dread to think anyone who was wronged would want the association dismantled. That would be a lot of people," he explained with a frown.

They arrived at the South Spire at last to many carriages letting their passengers off, then driving away to pick up more across the city. Sadul hopped out first and helped Kanae down. Dozens of people shuffled their way in, carrying themselves as the most important person in the room. Some Savirans certainly shared the Ortesian arrogance.

Sadul offered his elbow, and Kanae linked their arms together. The two ascended the tower's polished steps, still shining despite how many people had already climbed over them. A line formed leading inside, but it moved briskly. The guests flashed their token to a guard and monocled inspector, who scrutinized the little coin down to its ridges.

Kanae and Sadul were the next ones in line when chaos erupted from the human in front of them.

"Platinum? Since when? It has always been a gold token for entry. I demand to be let in!" he shouted and tried to push through.

Several guards poured out to restrain the man, carrying him past Kanae to be dealt with.

"Next!" The inspector recomposed himself and waved to them. "State your name and present your token."

"Sadul Hadin, and my guest, Kanae. Here… Here you are!" Sadul awkwardly handed his token to the harpy man, whose eyes widened upon taking it.

"Welcome to the banquet, Sadul Hadin and Kanae." He returned the coin and bowed low.

They breathed a huge sigh of relief on the way into the foyer.

"What's so special about that token in particular?" Kanae asked.

"Any token with a gem in it is what we call 'minted'. It means you earned favor with the big bosses up top. You can go wherever you wish with this, or ask for almost anything in return! Members will literally throw themselves at your feet to have it in their possession. It is no surprise that someone such as The Mamba came to have this," Sadul explained.

Inside, a beastman servant stepped forward from a line of his peers to escort them. Every guest and party entered with an escort. They ascended the tower to the third floor. Vibrant petals were strewn all over the ground and paved their way. As they approached the banquet floor, music from stringed instruments and flutes reached them first.

A massive archway gave way to a decadent gala. Hundreds of people dressed in the finest clothes mingled with each other in a boisterous manner. Some guests wore the most outlandish outfits. The back of one woman's gown was accompanied by a magnificent live bird, whose unfurled wings served as an excessive prop. Another, a centaur man, was so encumbered by jewels, he could probably open up shop with it all.

Gourmet sweets and exotic snacks furnished mahogany tables for famished attendees to gorge themselves on. Almost everyone had a glass pinched between their fingers. Harpy servants went around offering fancy appetizers from gold platters. They flew over guests, landing when called to or to offer something.

The floor was one big mosaic of the four-pointed star. It practically shined like a real one. Crystal chandeliers glistened and chimed to the caress of winds blowing in from an open terrace. The banquet extended outside where there was a beautiful garden and view of the slow rising moon. A second floor offered a more quiet booth, but Kanae couldn't see where someone could enter from other than flying.

Their escort stopped at the entrance and extended an arm to usher them in. The second they entered, it was like Kanae became the most prized jewel in the store. All eyes fell on her, the sole succubus of the banquet from a foreign land. Though, they had no idea of her true identity. Men stared lecherously at her, while women stared lecherously and with envy. Sadul, however, enjoyed all of the attention because he had come in with her.

Electricity ran up Kanae's spine when Sadul caressed her ass underneath the gown.

"Hehe. Look at them. They are jealous of me. Me! That's never happened before." Sadul giggled to himself.

"S-Stop that. You're going to get me in the mood when I have to keep an eye out. Do I have to remind you that your life is also on the line?" Kanae scolded.

"It's so early in the banquet! Surely, nothing would happen. How about we sneak off to the garden terrace and find somewhere quiet to have a quick go?" he suggested, pressing a finger into her soaking pussy.

"Nnh… I got a better idea…" She wrenched away until his finger slipped right out. "We should mingle. Introduce me to some of the well-known members of the association."

Sadul deflated. He took a look around the banquet hall to get his bearings. His gaze landed on a few guests that were accompanied by a band of chattering tag-alongs. Nerves set in when the beastman realized he might be out of his league to talk to any of them.

"On second thought, I could go for a drink and a snack! I'll grab you something, too!" Sadul tucked tail and hurried to one of the tables.

"We're supposed to avoid the food…" Kanae sighed.

Left alone, Kanae took matters into her own hands. She singled out one of the people that made Sadul's hair stand. Towering over his groupies was a large, minotaur man of fine tan fur. Like her, the only one of his race in the banquet. He wore a toga that wrapped around his waist and over his right shoulder. Both horns had ornamental silver bands fastened to the base of them. His attire was a lot different than others, likely due to his sheer size.

A few men approached Kanae, but she ignored them in favor of the minotaur. As she neared, he noticed her first and waved the crowd aside to let her through.

"I thought I saw an extremely beautiful succubus enter with Sadul," the minotaur said and extended a large, thick hand. "My name is Gosiir Ramaswain. Who do I have the pleasure of meeting?"

"Kanae. I'm sorry if I interrupted anything. When I laid eyes on you, I knew I had to meet you." Kanae rested her hand in his and bit her lower lip.

Gosiir tensed up a little. Kanae noticed the fabric on his crotch area twitching and knew she had him hooked already.

"Now you have met me! Perhaps we should get to know each other better in a more private setting?" Gosiir offered, closing his hand over hers.

"Ah, Kanae! There you are!" Sadul rushed up to them with a plate of snacks and two glasses, but he turned white upon seeing the minotaur. "Ehh… I see you have also met Gosiir Ramaswain."

"Sadul." He let go of her hand and nodded slightly to him. "How does your fruit farm fare? What is it that you grow again?"

"It's, uh… d-dowugut," the beastman answered, drawing some laughter from party-goers.

Gosiir lifted a hand to silence them.

"A modest trade is not something to be laughed at. One should be proud to peddle sustenance to hungry mouths. What is it that you think Savirans eat? Sadul and Kanae, come join me. You shall provide finer company than these ignorant plebeians," Gosiir said.

Surprised by the invitation, they followed the minotaur man out to the garden terrace. A stairwell led them to the second floor of the banquet hall. It was quieter up here. Darker, too. Tables on this floor were empty, but effort had been put into making the place seem ready for the public. It also became increasingly obvious as they passed by occupied balcony booths that these were the upper class of the association.

"Exactly who is Gosiir?" Kanae whispered while the minotaur himself had his back turned to them.

"An enchanted arms and armor dealer," Sadul replied in a just as hushed voice. "His people scour Savir for Rifts, hire adventurers, and commission enchanters and blacksmiths to produce incredibly powerful armaments. All to sell to the highest bidder."

Arms and armor… That field of trade would make Gosiir a possible business partner to whoever Romira was working for, just like Vevass.

Gosiir pulled aside the drapes leading into a balcony booth for them to enter. He asked a servant to bring them drinks before coming in. The half-circle sofa was laden with cushions. Kanae made herself comfortable closer to the edge, overlooking the banquet below. Sadul sat beside her, a possessive arm hung around her shoulders. The minotaur man sat across the round granite table from them.

"A succubus is rare in these parts. Rarer than a minotaur such as myself. How did you and Kanae come to meet?" Gosiir asked.

"I… er…"

"I'm here on vacation from Radevic and met Sadul on the road. He won me over with his knowledge of cultivating dowugut," Kanae said, clinging to his arm and pressing her chest to his.

"Haha… Yes, well… it is a long story, but that is the short of it," Sadul added shyly.

"Perhaps I should grow dowugut myself!" the minotaur exclaimed in laughter to hide his obvious jealousy.

The servant returned with champagne. When she started to pour for them, Gosiir stopped her and took the bottle to do it himself. Kanae noticed he poured a particularly greater amount for Sadul than for her. His own glass had less, too.

"I have noticed that there has been quite the clamor up north. The country calling itself the Commonwealth founded, the succubi resurfacing, and Ortesia invading. All this in recent years. How is it up there?" Gosiir eyed Kanae.

"Peaceful now," Kanae answered, choosing her words carefully. "The Commonwealth made it a nice place to live as a succubus. I just wanted to get away for a little while."

Gosiir was perceptive. Could he have figured out that she was the Commonwealth's queen? No. Kanae hadn't said anything to give herself away yet. To him, she could be any succubus.

"This champagne is wonderful, Gosiir! I've never tasted anything like it! So… refreshing on the palate," Sadul said, drinking out of nervousness than anything else.

"Then you simply must have more, my friend!" Gosiir poured him another full glass.

"Friend? Aha… I suppose we are, if I am sitting up here with you! N-Not that I think I am any better than you!" he exclaimed and cleared his throat.

The three of them mostly shared empty small talk. Although Sadul hadn't realized it, Gosiir continued to refill his glass over the next half hour. He grew more drunk with every drink and eventually knocked out sideways on the couch.

Gosiir pounced on Kanae the moment Sadul fell unconscious. He pulled her onto his lap and caressed her entire body. The minotaur wanted her from the very beginning. One large hand kneaded her breasts and pinched her stiff nipples, while the other stroked her ass. His toga couldn't contain his massive erection. She returned the favor by reaching underneath his robe to stroke his girthy minotaur cock.

"You can do so much better than Sadul. He will aspire to be nothing more than just a fruit merchant. I can give you so much more," Gosiir said.

"I do like the sound of that~" Kanae grabbed his horn and pulled him closer. "To start, how about you tell me if you're in on the plan to assassinate members of the East Saviran Trading Association?" she asked, her eyes flashing as Charm seized hold of him. "And if you are, tell me why."

He choked up as his voice compelled a reluctant answer out of him. "I… am. I accepted Ortesia's offer. The deal was that I arm them, Cerberus' people, and Bravost insurgents with enchanted equipment to stage a coup against Sultana Dudula."

Kanae stroked Gosiir's dick to climax, causing him to shudder and fire spunk all over the table. His eyes rolled back. She lifted her cum-covered hand and licked the nectar.

"Mmm. You were so eager to lay with a succubus. It didn't occur to you that we could be dangerous? Now that I have you under my control, introduce me to your conspirators. I want to get to know all of you intimately," Kanae whispered seductively into her thrall's ear.

It didn't look like Sadul would be waking up anytime soon. He was thoroughly plastered from all the champagne. Fortunately, he was safe while up here where the association elites believed themselves untouchable. Hopefully.

As Kanae emerged from the booth with Gosiir Ramaswain, it seemed other members were beginning to ascend onto this floor. There were more than before, lounging around the balconies and tables offered to them. Extravagant outfits were evidenced that each and every one of them were higher in the association than someone like Sadul.

"The rest of my associates should be waiting upstairs on the fifth floor," Gosiir said, recomposing himself and smoothing out his robe. "Shall we be on our way?"

"Just a moment." Kanae returned to the booth where Sadul was lying unconscious. She tried to shake him awake and tell him where she was going. The beastman rolled his head to the side, scratching his belly. He mumbled something incoherently.

"Heh… Hehe… I shouldn't have another drink… but if you insist…" Sadul murmured.

"I'll be on the fifth floor. The fifth floor! You better not go wandering off and drinking potentially poisoned beverages while I'm away!" She smacked him a couple of times on the face, but that didn't wake the man either.

If Kanae returned later, and he was dead by poison, she would be down a contact who willingly sided with her. Oh, well. She went back to the waiting Gosiir and linked arms before heading up. The corridors upstairs were quiet since the party was several floors downstairs.

Occasionally, they walked past a room that erupted with laughter or boisterous conversation. In another, several giggling women ran around the room, playfully being chased by a man. Some people opted for a more private party for themselves, it seemed.

Gosiir eventually stopped in front of a door, behind which people exchanged hushed whispers. He rapped his knuckles softly, but the thick rings on each finger made it much louder.

"There's a hound howling outside! Does anyone else hear it?" Gosiir asked in what sounded like a secret phrase.

"I do. I can see the beast below from my window," someone responded.

The door swung open to an irritable-looking lupine beastman in a blue and gold tunic. He stepped aside to let them in. The first thing Kanae noticed right through the door, however, were two high elves standing to either side of the entrance. Their frightened gazes went wide.

"It's the demon queen!" one gasped.

"Shit!" The other drew his sword, but Gosiir grabbed his wrist and lifted him up by his throat.

Kanae casted Sleep on the first high elf who recognized her, and he collapsed to the ground. She pushed the door closed with her tail and strolled into the large suite. It wasn't just some bedchamber, but an entire house with a kitchen, several rooms, and a balcony— currently open to allow a breeze in— offering a view of the starry Savir night.

Aside from the two Ortesian knights, a little under a dozen people occupied the room. They were seated around a table, petrified by the violence of Kanae's sudden entrance.

Someone jumped from the table and made a run for the balcony. Kanae conjured two Magic Hands to close the balcony doors shut. The man slammed into them. He fell backwards, hand to his nose and groaning in pain.

"W-What is the meaning of this, Gosiir? Who is this woman?" a charcoal-skinned human exclaimed angrily.

"Sorry, but Gosiir is under my control right now." Kanae flew past the table for the man who had tried to flee. He was also a high elven Ortesian. Her Charm spell couldn’t connect with him. She put him to sleep like the other elf just in case.

Now, to deal with the others in the room…

They were all understandably pissed and scared. But Kanae hadn’t forgotten that they conspired to poison their fellow members. The same lupine gentleman who had let her in rose to his feet with a snarl.

"Do you know who you’re dealing with? I am Jasper Mahsoud! Each and every person seated at this table has enough wealth to buy your life thousands of times over! It matters not if you’re a succubus. You—"

"Be quiet and sit," Kanae placed a charm on him and ordered.

The beastman named Jasper obeyed. At the very least, it didn’t appear as though the association members drank any anti-succubus magic potions.

Kanae approached the table when she felt a rush of wind behind her. She whirled around and infused her fist with Titanic Blow. Her punch connected with someone and sent them crashing into a couch. The attacker’s invisibility wore off, revealing the same dark garbs as those who attacked her and Sadul in the desert. Romira’s Stalkers.

Every shadow in the room shifted at once. Hidden assassins moved on Kanae in unison, and the association traitors made a break for the door.

"I think you're all underestimating me a little too much." Kanae casted Turn Horny through Doom & Gloom, and the single target spell expanded into an area of effect.

Both assassins and the association members hit the ground twitching. Their stealths faded, and around ten Romira's Stalkers lay incapacitated. They shielded their groins as though it would help. Some of them outright climaxed and wet themselves.

"W-What do you want? Money? I have plenty! I'll pay you whatever you ask if you will just let me go!" A panicked dark elven dame, who was previously at the table, clung to Kanae's ankle with a pleading look.

"Just to confirm." Kanae kneeled down, placed the woman under a charm, and pinched her chin. "Are you conspiring to poison members of the East Saviran Trading Association and curry favor with Ortesia?"

"Yes, I am one of the conspirators. All of us are," she answered honestly.

"Lousanne, you bitch! Keep your mouth shut!" an angry human shouted.

So, these were the conspirators. Kanae counted nine of them in total. She expected more. The association was a large organization after all. She let the woman go and exerted a charm on the irate human.

"Who else? There has to be more of you," Kanae said.

"Just us… I… don't… know anyone… else… " he answered through clenched teeth.

The high elf Gosiir restrained hadn't stopped struggling. Kanae ordered her thrall to bring him over.

"Who's your leader? And where are they hiding?" Kanae asked.

"Lord Arnault Pyrelle. But you won't find him here. He commands us from Avanesse," the elf explained.

Another Pyrelle, from the same family as Guillaume Pyrelle. The Ortesian house with ties to the Cult of Lust and Depravity. Kanae had it up to her horns with Ortesians already. They just didn't know when to call it quits. If a Pyrelle was already in Avanesse, did they succeed in forming an alliance?

Sultana Dudula might be in greater danger than Kanae expected. But what did the Harpy King think of this? Surely, he was repulsed by the idea of a foreign power dipping its toes into Savir. Maybe the elemental powers he had been dabbling in reassured him of victory.

Pacing around the room in thought, Kanae couldn't figure out a single reason what Ortesia wanted with Savir. A new ally after losing Radevic? Its untapped wealth?

"Succubus… I will have… words with you. In private, if you please…" a woman on the ground implored.

A hellhound. Kanae hadn't seen a female one other than Lady Dahlia. Wait. Wasn't Cerberus also a hellhound? Could these two be related in any way?

"Gosiir, make sure no one leaves the room." Kanae helped the hellhound up and entered the privacy of a bedroom.

The woman, like Lady, was of pitch black fur and ashy gray complexion. Her piercing eyes were as red as rubies. She wore a beautiful necklace with numerous gemstones over her neck. Although a veil shrouded the bottom half of her face, Kanae could tell her lips were peeled back in a show of aggression. Beastman instincts, probably.

"I'll give you a chance to speak of your own volition. But if I sense you're lying, I'm not going to hesitate to take control of you," Kanae said.

"You're too kind," the hellhound replied sarcastically. "I am Niss Ulred, servant of Cerberus, Sultan of Avanesse. Merciful succubus, are you not a devotee of Satine the Lustful? Why hinder our mission?"

"Wait a minute… You know about the devil, Satine?" She gasped as realization hit.

"Yes, I know of her carnal embrace. Cerberus and Avanesse are ready to serve. And when all of Savir is united under my sultan's banner, we shall at last usher in an age of wanton lust and debauchery! There is no greater sign than the resurfacing of your kind in the north. You said there is no need to control me. On the contrary, I insist! Please, seize control of my mind and body! Use me to do your bidding! USE ME!" The hellhound grew more delirious and zealous by the second, grabbing Kanae by the shoulders.

Holy crap. The cult was just full of unhinged horny idiots!

"Snap out of it!" Kanae slapped the hellhound across the cheek.

"Ahhh~ This stinging pain… so raw and glorious. More, I beg of you! I've been a bad dog in need of punishment. Arf! Arf!" Niss dropped to her knees and barked while drooling from the corners of her mouth.

"This is getting too out of hand for me. You want me to charm you? Fine. Return to Cerberus and tell him to end his alliance with the Ortesians, or face the wrath of the Commonwealth," she ordered.

Niss tensed up as Charm seized hold of her. Kanae walked the hellhound out and motioned for Gosiir to let her pass. The others were still moaning in pleasure from Turn Horny's effects. They watched in shock as Niss left, while they were still trapped in the room with a succubus.

"What to do with the rest of you?" Kanae wondered aloud.

Every traitor member started shouting all at once, hoping to make a deal for their life. Kanae couldn't exactly walk them up to a guard. They wouldn't believe her over elite association members, especially when a succubus could make them say anything. Leaving them here wasn't an option either.

"Oh, I have an idea! Since you're all so readily willing to betray your own, which one of you wants to sell out the rest? You'll report to a guard that your fellows tried to recruit you into conspiring with Romira's Stalkers and sell out to Avanesse. Out of a sheer sense of duty and loyalty, you rejected the offer and escaped assassins to warn of what happened. Do this and you can quietly return as if none of this ever happened. So, which of you will it be?" Kanae asked.

"I will!"

"Me!"

"I'll do it!"

As expected, they jumped at the chance to save their own skin. None of them were even surprised that the others would turn.

"Hmm. Normally, I have a soft spot for men. But for the purposes of my plan, a lady in distress is a lot more believable. Your name is Lousanne, right? I want you to do it. Oh, and don't think about escaping. I will find you," Kanae said.

"Of course! I'll not waste your mercy!" Lousanne shakily got up and stumbled out of the room.

"Lastly…" She placed everyone under her charm, ushering Gosiir to join them on the floor. "I can't risk any of you outing Lousanne when the guards come. You're going to cuss her out and make it look like she led to your downfall. Does everyone understand? If you do, say so~"

"Yes, we understand," they answered obediently.

Satisfied, Kanae made herself scarce by leaving the room. The guards didn't need to know she was involved in any way. As soon as she opened the door, however, a suited centaur man almost knocked on her face. Several men behind him were looking just as worried.

"Oh! Uh, pardon me. My companions and I heard a commotion. Is everything alright?" the centaur asked, peering past her to get an eyeful of the people inside.

"Yeah! Don't worry about them. I'm just… a succubus courtesan Gosiir Ramaswain hired. I can provide all manner of entertainment for just the right price." Kanae stepped out and closed the door behind her.

Every single one of them gulped and pulled out their coin pouches.

"How much?" they asked at the same time.

Kanae flashed a ravenous smile. Maybe the party didn't have to end so soon just yet.


Chapter 15

Lousanne did her part obediently and perfectly. Gossiping witnesses revealed that association members, Ortesians, and Romira's Stalkers who were inside had all been taken into custody. For the time being, Alicia had lockpicked her way into someone's room for them to occupy and go over what happened from their ends.

"Romira really did turn up herself, huh? That made things easier for us," Kanae said, eyeing the unconscious feline beastman in bed.

"What about you? Find out anything important?" Edina asked.

"Well…" She turned her gaze to Alicia, who straightened up in response. "The Cult of Lust and Depravity is involved. There might be cultists all over Avanesse, and I think Cerberus is one of them. It tracks when we connect House Pyrelle's involvement and them coming to Savir."

"The same cult whose temple my sister had trapped me within for centuries…" Alicia balled up her fists and glowered.

Hundreds of years alone under someone's control, tending to microcosms of smaller worlds. It came as no surprise to Kanae that Alicia hadn't forgiven. In the grand scheme of things, she had only been freed recently. Memories of being stuck inside that cultist temple must still be like a fresh injury to her.

However, they succeeded in striking a swift blow to them tonight. Members of the East Saviran Trading Association were safe for now, and their treacherous members had been arrested. The assassin leading the effort snoozed soundly in bed and would be in for a rude awakening later.

"I don't mean to butt in," Sadul began nervously from the corner of the room, "but is there a chance for me to be rewarded for my part tonight? Possibly?"

Kanae sighed at this horny man and said, "I was hoping to make more connections at this banquet. Edina, can you stay and use some smaller undead critters to make sure there aren't any more surprises?"

"Yessir." Edina saluted, opening a tiny portal from which skeletal rats skittered out.

"As for Romira… Alicia, I'll leave her to you. Bring her back to our inn and keep an eye on her for the time being," she added.

"Alone?" Alicia asked and sounded uncharacteristically worried.

Odd. It wasn't like Alicia to hesitate. Whenever Kanae had given an order, it was almost always followed up with a teasing remark or affirmative acknowledgement.

She cleared her throat before continuing, "I didn't mean to doubt you. I'm just wondering if an assassin like Romira should demand our full attention."

Alicia brought up a good point. They hadn't questioned Romira yet, and she could yield a lot more valuable information than schmoozing at the banquet.

"You're right. Sorry, Sadul. A reward will have to wait. I'll let you fuck me as much as you want another time. Edina, Alicia, change of plans. We're getting Romira out of here," Kanae said.

"Oh, alright…" Sadul frowned.

Edina recalled her army of undead rats and flew out of the tower from an open window. Meanwhile, Alicia casted Magical Stealth over herself and Romira, and quietly followed Kanae and Sadul downstairs. The banquet had only picked up during their absence. Bottles of champagne rolled out, and people popped them open and let corks fly. Drunk guests sprayed fizzy alcohol everywhere. Many didn't know that they could have been a few mishaps away from drinking the poisoned ones.

Outside the tower, things were only a little quieter. Some members, who had a little too much to drink, vomited into puddles of their own making. Others boarded carriages to head home. Sadul went to fetch theirs while Kanae waited with Alicia, who had Romira hoisted onto her back. Her invisibility suddenly dropped from both of them. The succubus was covered in sweat.

"Are you okay? Here, let me take Romira instead." Kanae unburdened Alicia, and as their hands brushed together, the latter flinched.

"Sorry, and thank you. I must be out of mana. The battle against Romira took a lot out of me. I haven't had the chance to drain anything yet," Alicia said, wiping the sweat from her brow.

"I'd offer you Sadul, but he's kind of sleazy. As soon as we get back to the inn, we can feast on Romira together."

"I'd like that." She smiled.

Sadul returned with their carriage in tow, just in time for Edina to land next to them. Her cheek pouches were on the verge of bursting. Apparently, she had taken a detour to steal from the kitchens. They entered the carriage one by one, but Sadul stayed behind.

"You're not coming?" Kanae asked.

"What are you saying, my dear? The banquet is only livening up, and I have a very valuable token with which to flaunt. There is plenty of company for me inside. So, I bid you three a good night!" Sadul pushed the door closed and bowed as the carriage took off.

The way back was a lot more peaceful than Kanae imagined The Diamond was capable of. Street vendors and barkers had turned in. Stores closed shop. Even beggars made themselves scarce. From here, the South Spire where the banquet was still going on continued to buzz with energy. Its illumination stretched all the way here.

Edina was knocking out with both cheeks still full of food. Every time she nodded her head, or the carriage hit a bump in the road, bits and pieces fell out. Alicia was looking out the window, staying vigilant even though they were nearly back. The succubus' gaze returned to the carriage, only to glance up and lock eyes with Kanae. A soft smile flashed across her face.

"Kanae, there's something I—"

An explosion rocked the carriage. Smoke filled the cabin, and the scalding heat of fire licked Kanae's face. She was upside down— No, the carriage was. They were all lying on their sides. Half the vehicle had been blown open.

"Uuugh… What the fuck…" Edina was hanging out of the window, coughing and gagging.

"Guys, get up! It's an ambush!" Kanae yelled and crawled out of the broken carriage.

"Darkness!" someone incanted from afar.

A black haze fell over the entire street. It was so dark, Kanae couldn't see in front of herself. She brushed both hands across the ground in search of Lust and her wand.

"Fuck! I can't see! I dunno where my staff is!" Edina growled.

"Move fast and grab Romira!" the same voice, a feminine one that was both commanding and terse, shouted loudly.

Hurried footfalls rushed in. Kanae threw punches in front of her, but they didn't connect with anyone.

"Edina? Kanae! Where are you?" Alicia shrieked in such panic that pins and needles plunged into Kanae's chest.

"Alicia? Don't worry, I'm right here!" Kanae assured her.

"I don't see you… I don't see anything! Please, don't leave me here! I don't want to be alone!" she cried more frantically.

Spurred by Alicia's terror, Kanae sweeped her tail and found a satchel. Her satchel. She pulled out her wand and casted Dispel. The magical darkness vanished. Fires from nearby stalls and stands lit up the street. Romira was gone, and so was whoever had attacked them. Edina wrenched herself out of the burning carriage, wheezing.

Kanae didn't see Alicia until she looked inside the turned-over carriage. The succubus had her face buried in her knees and both hands clutching her head.

"I'm right here, Alicia! Look up!" Kanae reached in to grab her hand, but she wasn't prepared to see a frightened child, whose eyes were squeezed shut and whole body shuddering as if left out in the frigid snow. "Edina, I need your help!"

Edina finally found her staff. She summoned a death knight from an abyssal portal to pry the carriage in half. Together with Edina's help, they pulled Alicia away from the burning wreckage. They stumbled into a narrow alley as people were beginning to come out of their homes to investigate.

"What the hells was that just now? They even nabbed the assassin!" Edina groaned.

"I'm not sure, but… Alicia? You're okay now. It's me! Edina and I are right here!" Kanae shook the succubus by her shoulders.

Clarity returned to Alicia's eyes. She swallowed hard and glanced past them, where their cab driver was throwing a fit over his burning carriage. Shame washed over her.

"I'm sorry… I don't know what happened. Everything went dark, and I… I failed you," Alicia muttered.

"No, you didn't. I'm just glad you're okay." Kanae embraced her and shot a look at Edina, who returned a confused shrug.

When they lost Romira, there was no getting her back. Especially not at night and in a city as dense as The Diamond. Whoever those ambushers were had come prepared. They also somehow knew exactly where they were.

Alicia was quiet all the way back to the inn. She fell asleep without much of a fuss, curling up in bed with the sheets wrapped tightly around her. Kanae sat next to her by the bedside, holding her hand. The room door opened, and Edina entered dressed in a bathrobe and towel over her head.

"Knocked out like a baby, huh?" Edina parked herself on the window to wring water from her tail.

"I'm still trying to figure out what made her react that way. You've never seen her like this either, right?" Kanae asked.

"Nope." The squirreling pulled away from the window and plopped down in the other bed. "Big shock to me, too. Thought she was the most calm and composed cunt I've ever met. What do we do now? The assassin's on the loose again. It's going to be a bitch and a half if they pick up where they left off. Do we even have any idea who fucked us in the ass?"

She shook her head. "I want to say Romira's Stalkers came to save their boss. Maybe. They were coordinated though. First, the fire blast knocked the carriage and disoriented us. Then that Darkness spell prevented us from seeing, so we couldn't charm anyone or find our stuff. Ortesians? It wouldn't make sense for them to leave us alive. They just wanted to incapacitate us."

The two never did figure anything out. Edina eventually knocked out. Kanae was about to jump into bed, but Alicia wouldn't let go of her hand. She decided to climb in next to her. Although their hands were clenched tightly together, Alicia's demeanor was wracked with stress. Her brows furrowed, lips quivered, and eyes darted all over behind their lids.

It wasn't until Kanae drew closer and held Alicia to her chest did the trembling stop. A relieved sigh escaped from stiff lips and finally relaxed.

"I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere," Kanae whispered reassuringly until she too fell asleep.


Chapter 16

The next morning, Alicia seemed perfectly fine. She moved about with her usual silent poise and poker face. Kanae and Edina figured it best not to address the elephant in the room if the succubus herself didn't want to.

City criers rode through the streets, shouting about the latest gossip. That being some members of the East Saviran Trading Association colluding with the Empire of Ortesia, after they were found in a room together. The lack of news about any more assassinations suggested Romira was lying low now. She probably didn't want to kick up a fuss now that guards became more vigilant, and knowing that Kanae and her companions were onto her.

"What's the plan, Boss? We got nothing left to do here, yeah?" Edina asked.

"We only stopped at The Diamond so I can attend the association banquet. That's over now, so we should probably make the rest of our way to Bravost. For all we know, Sultana Dudula is still in danger," Kanae explained.

"It would be nice if the three other members of our party hadn't disappeared on us." Alicia huffed angrily.

All three of them sighed.

Vizier Duran might be dead in a ditch somewhere, and they would have messed up royally in trying to make friends with Bravost and Sultana Dudula.

"You mentioned sending your sister to investigate the bazaars?" Kanae asked.

"I did." Alicia nodded. "In fact, after conducting a preliminary investigation, I created a list of the many marketplaces in The Diamond for her to look through. Assuming Claudia isn't shirking her duties, she should be near the end of the list."

The trio headed to Chiming Plaza, a bazaar towards the center of the city, named after the bell tower that rang three times every day at noon. Around here, the stalls were packed with fresh produce, fruits, and dry harvests. Had Kanae not ruined Sadul's dowugut trade, his fruits might have ended up with one of these vendors.

A stall selling honey-glazed nuts caught Edina's attention, and she wasn't going to take no for an answer. The squirreling raced over to pay for bucketfuls of them, and even summoned a few undeads to help her carry it all.

"Alicia." Kanae grabbed her hand before the succubus followed after Edina. "About yesterday…"

"Please, I don't want to talk about it. What happened was a disgraceful display on my part, and we lost Romira because of me. I assure you, that won't happen again," Alicia promised.

"Losing Romira doesn't matter to me. I'm just more worried about you."

"I… appreciate your concern. But this is something I've got to overcome myself." She wrenched away.

Kanae's shoulders slackened. Maybe she shouldn't have brought it up after all. Edina returned with both cheeks and a bulging bag of nuts. She offered her some.

"I'm not hungry," Kanae said.

"I get you like butting in to help people, but not everyone likes having their problems resolved for them. Sometimes it only makes them feel like shit. They hate feeling… What's that word? Over-reliant," Edina replied.

"It's hard to take you seriously when your cheeks are filled with nuts." She rolled her eyes.

Edina swallowed. Or tried to at least. The mouthfuls lodged in her throat, and the squirreling pointed anxiously at herself for help.

"If you die choking on nuts, you'll go down as the worst necromancer in the world!" Kanae went behind her friend to perform the Heimlich maneuver.

"Kanae, Edina! I've discovered Claudia's tracks, we— What are you two doing…" Alicia stared as Kanae fisted Edina's diaphragm.

After one more push, a waterfall of nuts spilled to the ground.

"Haaauughhh! Oh, gods…" Edina gasped for air. "That's twice I almost choked on nuts in this stupid place. Saviran walnuts are a choking hazard!"

"If you're done fooling around, follow me!" Alicia demanded.

They followed Alicia, who led them through a winding block away from the crowds and into a more deserted section of the neighborhood. The homes here were mostly abandoned and less tended to. Larger surrounding buildings appeared to shield the ramshackled ones away from the public.

Eventually, the three came to a compound where makeshift barricades, mashed together with crates and pikes, had been erected around a cluster of tightly-knit buildings. Windows were boarded up. The lavishness of The Diamond couldn't be found here. Instead, filth littered the road and piled up the side of the walls. Unconscious people were strewn all over the place. A hole in one building looked like something had pummeled through it. Or someone.

"This place looks right up my alley," Edina said, tossing Saviran walnuts into her mouth but one at a time now.

"What makes you think Claudia is here?" Kanae asked.

"Because of this." Alicia pointed to the wounds on the unconscious.

Many had their pants down. A red bruise marked their asses. Definitely Claudia's doing.

They were about to enter until a dark elven man flew out of the building window above them, screaming as he plummeted. All three stepped aside to let the man hit the ground.

"Ow… Why didn't anyone catch me…" he squealed.

"There's a lot more pain where that came from!" Claudia poked her head out and lit up. "Oh, hey! You guys are missing all the fun."

"Claudia, get down here! Where have you been?" Kanae shouted.

Claudia jumped out of the window and landed square on the back of the dark elf. Her stilettos dug into his shoulders.

"Sister, you better have a good reason for going missing for so long." Alicia folded her arms.

"But you told me to check out the bazaars!" Claudia pouted.

"Give her a chance," Kanae insisted.

"Sounds like you guys had a helluva time yourselves. So did I. Look what I found." She pulled out a potion containing a familiar pink liquid.

They recognized it right away. Anti-succubus magic potion.

"Why do these random thugs have it?" Kanae gasped.

"Beats me. I traced one of the cargos here. There's probably more," Claudia explained.

"You know," Edina began as she kneeled down in front of the groaning dark elf, "if it were up to me, I'd pay chumps to move contraband around, too. Bardell used to do it instead of having the Outriders move stuff. Harder to track down when it's a bunch of nobodies."

Kanae took the potion from Claudia and clicked her tongue. Just what was Ortesia up to in Savir? Hopefully, the remaining two had found something.

Now that they were reunited with Claudia, the only ones left to find were Petyr Stormcloud and Vizier Duran. With any luck, those two were safe and had learned something from their own investigation. According to Alicia, she had them mingle with The Diamond's wealthy class. It made sense, given who Duran was. Had he been seen around the poorer parts of the city, that would have definitely raised suspicions.

Kanae, Claudia, Edina, and Alicia headed in the direction of the wealthiest part of the city called Ring. As the name implied, a circular wall surrounded the district at The Diamond's very center. How like the rich to hole themselves into another secret club.

Fortunately for four succubi, entering was as easy as placing a charm on the guards at the gate.

"Raise the portcullis!" one of them shouted.

They lifted the heavy gate to allow Kanae and her companions through. A couple of guards behind the fortification glanced down at them in confusion, but no one wanted to question their superior officer who gave the order.

A whole different world awaited them within. Large manors and mansions replaced townhouses that were a dime a dozen outside of Ring. The sandstone streets boasted smaller crowds, and people weren't packed shoulder to shoulder. Trees that shouldn't be able to survive in the deserts of Savir shaded the citizens below with their canopies. Everyone flaunted their wealth in the form of large jewels around the necks, trinkets hanging from their ears, and rings on their fingers. Merchants and vendors bowed their heads low when conducting trade with people here. It was like a city inside a city.

"Look at them all… It's like they're asking to get pinched." Edina walked forward, mesmerized by everyone's glittering jewels.

"Quit it." Kanae picked up the squirreling by the scruff of her neck. "We're here to look for Petyr and Duran. Don't risk us getting kicked out before we find them!"

"This may or may not be quite the undertaking. I didn't even know a place like Ring was here when I gave them instructions," Alicia explained.

They had to get started one way or another. The party entered the district and decided against splitting up in search of their remaining companions. Having to look for each other again would only complicate things. Luckily for them, a tall high elven knight was an uncommon sight even in Savir. It shouldn't take too long to single her out in the crowds. Someone might have seen her already.

Alicia and Edina strolled ahead to question a passing centauri couple. Meanwhile, Kanae grabbed Claudia by the hand to keep her from catching up.

"Hey, I wanted to ask about Alicia. Does she have some kind of trauma?" Kanae asked.

"Oh. You found out?" Claudia shrunk a little and grimaced.

"We got ambushed after the banquet last night. Someone casted Darkness on us, and Alicia started freaking out— Er, wait. So, you did know about it!"

"It had to be because Amby trapped her in the temple." She sighed and glanced in the direction of her sister. "I started seeing signs a few days after we rescued her. Sis was always the lone wolf, you know? Only figured something was up whenever we were alone in a room together, and I got up to leave. She panics a little and follows me. Hells, I think Alicia sometimes stealths so I wouldn't notice!"

Kanae thought back to all those times Alicia revealed to have followed her in stealth. Could those times have been when Claudia wasn't around, so she came to her instead?

"I'll never forgive Amby, Mother, and the cult for what they did to Alicia… Never." Claudia growled.

When the other two turned around to come back, Claudia's demeanor softened.

"You want the good news or the bad news?" Edina asked.

"Oh, no." Kanae put a hand to her face. "Give us the bad news first."

"Petyr's been causing a ruckus," she said.

"And the good news?" Claudia chimed in.

"They're alive." The squirreling shrugged.

"The centaur couple mentioned Petyr made a commotion when she first arrived. Guards accosted her over it, but Vizier Duran de-escalated tensions. Things have fallen quiet since," Alicia explained.

In other words, Petyr and Duran were in Ring somewhere. Kanae really didn't want to comb through the entire district for them.

"No sense in waiting around," Kanae groaned. "Let's—"

Edina snapped her finger and opened a dark portal. She reached in to pull out the Scythe of Soul Reaping. The long, curved blade siphoned necromantic energies from the Pillar of the Damned's fiery brazier. Foliage from a nearby tree began to wither. Seemingly satisfied, the necromancer carved a hole in the fabric of space. Dozens of ghostly specters emerged from it, flying in every direction above Ring.

Citizens panicked. They ran away screaming in terror.

"EDINA, WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!" Kanae cried.

"I'm looking for 'em! Whaddya think I'm doing?" Edina exclaimed.

"Excuse me! Please, refrain from acts of necromancy within the confines of the city!"

Numerous guards came rushing down the street to stop them. They and Kanae forced Edina to recall her specters. One guard ticketed her for being a public nuisance and utilizing necromancy in the city. She was going to have to pay the fine at The Diamond's adventurers hall just like Kanae had before.

"500 gold? Minotaur shit! I'm being discriminated against for being a necromancer!" Edina pouted.

"First of all, the only place on the continent— possibly the world— where necromancy is openly allowed is in the Commonwealth! Stop summoning your undead willy-nilly!" Kanae clocked her friend over the head.

Free to roam about as long as they didn't cause any more trouble, the party ventured into Ring in search of Petyr and Duran. According to Edina, right before she had to put the specters away, her ghostly minions caught sight of someone with high elven features entering a building. The grumpy squirreling led the way, and they arrived at a hookah lounge.

Fragrant vapors wafted out and tickled their noses. Kanae brushed aside the curtains as she entered. Patrons sat on cushions in groups surrounding a shisha, taking turns pulling from the pipe and getting high.

Alicia tapped Kanae on the shoulder and pointed to a high elf, who was neither tall nor a woman. The elven man occupied a booth with a dark elf and a jackal beastman. He could very well be Ortesian. The four pushed past employees who tried to stop them, and the high elf nearly jumped from his seat.

"End of the line for you, Ortesian! I hope you're ready to feed four hungry succubi!" Kanae threatened.

"Hiiiiieee! Wait, I'm only a civilian here on vacation!" he cried, shooting both hands up in surrender.

Ortesians weren't exactly known for their deceptive nature. They were all pretty up front about their beliefs and wants… This poor man also didn't look like the ultra-wealthy type either.

"Hahaha!" A boisterous laugh drew their attention to a booth in front of a latticed wooden window, from which sunlight cast in a beautiful pattern. "Fancy meeting you again, succubus friend of Sadul's."

Kanae whirled around to find The Mamba, the emerald-eyed lamia man in the booth.

"Not the snake guy again…" Edina hid behind her.

"Someone you know?" Claudia whispered.

"This guy helped me and Sadul get into the association's banquet. I thought you would be long gone from The Diamond?" Kanae asked, walking up to his booth.

Theo Mambahu, also known as The Mamba, sat at the crest of the U-shaped couch. Six women dressed in risque garbs accompanied him. They had a shisha, too, which the women took turns taking a hit from. Women… Women? The groupies sported luscious feminine hair, but they were all flat-chested and slender. Upon closer inspection, particularly around their groins, each of them had a bulge.

"And miss the gossip of last night's festivities making their rounds? I didn't attend, but I might as well have from all that people have told me. What a terrible state of affairs. Traitors in the association! Colluding with the Empire of Ortesia at that," Theo said in an overly-dramatic manner.

"We don't have time for your theatrics. Have you seen our companions? A tall high elven woman and a shorter beastman man," Alicia interjected before Kanae had a chance to speak.

"I have." He smiled. "I had the pleasure of becoming acquainted with them the other day. Vizier Duran. What interesting tidings his presence brings. Around this time… oh, yes. You may find them at Miria's Hands, a massage parlor. I'll have this one take you there."

The Mamba stroked the inner thigh of an effeminate elven man. As soon as he rose to his feet, Theo gave him a slap on the ass. The elf bowed and urged them to follow on the way out of the hookah lounge.

"One more thing before you leave, Kanae!" Theo lifted a jeweled finger. "If you had to say between Cerberus or the Harpy King, who do you suppose is more dangerous?"

"Cerberus," Kanae answered, but offered nothing more so as to avoid raising suspicions on why.

"I disagree. The survival of Bravost means the prosperity of the East Saviran Trading Association. I simply ask that you do not underestimate the Harpy King. For all our sake," he said.

Kanae held Theo's gaze for a moment longer. The lamia was unreadable. Would he have thought the same if she told him the truth behind Cerberus and Avanesse? And was he a temporary ally or an opportunistic foe? So far, he had proved himself to be the former. She gave him a nod and left to catch up with the others.

The crossdressed elf escorted them to a beautiful round plaza with raised garden beds of large spineless cacti. People wandered about in sparse clothes, not as a fashion statement. They had towels slung over their shoulders or wrapped around their chests and waists. A gust of dry wind blew in an unexpectedly humid breeze.

"What is this place?" Kanae asked.

"A spa," the elf replied promptly, his soft voice carrying like a hymn. "Every city under Bravost's jurisdiction has one. It is a block dedicated to open bath houses, saunas, sand and mud baths, massages, and more. They are free of charge, funded entirely by the East Saviran Trading Association."

"To keep all the rich fucks happy? I'd say that was smart, but it kinda pisses me off." Edina chewed on her thumb.

They stopped outside a wide, domed building inside of which a feline beastman woman greeted them. Behind her, three separate corridors stretched deep within. Heavy curtains partitioned off each room.

"Here we are at Miria's Hands. The Mamba would also like to extend his regards." The elf grabbed Kanae's hand and placed a fingernail-sized ruby into her palm.

"Wait, what did I do to deserve this?" Kanae gasped.

"It isn't a gift. The Mamba acknowledges your usefulness and would like you to continue with your purpose. There are no other rubies like these. If you find yourself in need of help in Bravost, show this to a jewelry store. They will know," he explained before taking a bow and leaving.

"Can we really trust The Mamba?" Alicia asked.

"We're up against powerful rulers vying to control all of Savir. I don't think we have much of a choice." She sighed.

"I'm tired of waiting around. Where's Petyr? Show yourself, elf! How dare you enjoy all this luxury alone!" Claudia stormed inside, much to the lady at the front's dismay.

A couple of patrons waiting their turn rushed out in fear. As soon as the rest of them entered, someone seated in the lobby jumped with a start.

"By the faceted jewels of Bravost, there you all are!"

They spun around to a very peeved Duran, arms folded, brows furrowed, and impatience wrinkling his face.

"Finally, we found you! We're good to leave for Bravost now if you are," Kanae said.

"I've been ready since the day we arrived! You're the ones who vanished! As if things couldn't get any worse, that one…" Duran pointed accusingly at Alicia. "Just had to pair me with Petyr Stormcloud. Have you any idea what we've been doing this whole time? Every single day, she comes to the spa. I sit here and am forced to wait hours! Hours!" he exclaimed in a huff.

"But we learned a lot of valuable information. I also attended the association banquet yesterday. Alicia and Edina foiled an assassination attempt on their members, too." She thumbed over her shoulder at the two.

"You… Assassination attempt? What?!" The vizier gasped so hard, he almost choked on his spit.

"On that note, where did my sister leave off to?" Alicia asked.

They followed their gaze to the beastman woman, who was looking worriedly down the left corridor.

"Claudia, you fucking cunt! This was my alone time. You interrupt me again, and I'm going to tear your head off!" Petyr shouted, emerging from the corridor with nothing but a towel around her body and holding the struggling succubus by the face.

"I… I found her…" Claudia croaked.

"Uhh… It's time to leave for Bravost…" Kanae took a step back, fearful of being next.

"Tsk. Fine. Let me go get dressed," she groaned.


Chapter 17

The two Rown carriages were at the stables when Kanae and her companions went to retrieve them. Just like Renya had said, she really didn't take either of them and opted to leave The Diamond her own way. Kanae hoped she was alright. For whatever reason, the Harpy King was after her life. He sent the Dervish Five to pursue her, and if the other four were just as strong as Sofisa, the Dancing Dervish, she wasn't going to last very long against them alone.

Now that the party had been reunited, they could recommence their journey into Savir and make headway to Bravost at last. Also known as the Emerald Jewel, Sultana Dudula ruled through sheer wealth and the ability to buy off anyone, anything, and even those after her life. But with her paranoia growing in recent years, her good fortune might be running on a thin line now. With any luck, they had set back Avanesse and Ortesia's attempt to overthrow her. Though, Kanae doubted it was over just yet.

On the morning of the next day, Kanae awakened in bed next to Sadul after a night-long romp to return the favor. After all, he did hold his end of the bargain in getting her into the banquet, and they achieved much in doing so. The boar beastman spooned Kanae from behind, both hands planted firmly on her breasts and his corkscrew cock still fastened in her pussy, plugging up all the cum he emptied into it.

The second Kanae tried to wriggle away, Sadul embraced her even tighter.

"Where do you think you're going, my dear?" Sadul whispered, drilling his dick back inside her womb.

"Mmm! I have to meet with my friends. I'm leaving for Bravost, remember?" Kanae replied playfully.

They fooled around for a little before she climbed atop and straddled his waist. Sadul's stringy cock writhed within her in ways a normal shaped one couldn't. The bed creaked and groaned every time she bounced. Two large hands reached up to her breasts again and squeezed her stiff nipples.

"Ahhh! So good!" Kanae threw her head back and moaned.

Sadul climaxed, pumping his load into her. The feeling of his hot, scalding seed brought Kanae to an orgasm. She collapsed onto his chest to catch her breath. Two groping hands caressed her behind in the meantime.

"So, you will be off to Bravost to save the sultana. Would you perhaps drop my name that I had a hand in her rescue?" Sadul asked.

"I think you've earned enough accolades. Besides, you probably don't want anyone painting a target on your back, do you?" Kanae reminded him.

"Eh… I s-suppose not," he stammered, recalling when Romira's Stalkers first attacked.

They got dressed, and Sadul escorted Kanae down the tower. A few days had passed since the banquet, and association members still gossipped over what happened. She couldn't blame them, given the damning allegations levied against the conspirators.

Now, however, that security had increased and members were on guard, the assassins might not have another chance.

"Are you going to Bravost with us? If you do, we can continue there~" Kanae offered flirtatiously, clinging to his arm.

"There is no sane man whose resolve your body cannot weaken! But alas, I must decline. I am no merchant without wares to peddle. The Mamba's token has also opened… new avenues and opportunities previously not available to me. This is where we part ways. May we meet and fornicate again!" Sadul hailed a carriage for Kanae, waving to her until she was out of sight.

The others were waiting at an inn. As soon as Kanae arrived, they had already packed and were ready to grab their Rown carriages at the stable's wagon park near the eastern gate.

"Me, first! Me, first!" Claudia climbed into one carriage.

The second she did, one of the wheels popped off and the entire vehicle tilted. She stumbled back in shock, then whirled around to face everyone.

"Alright, if anyone cracks a joke about my weight, you're getting the paddle!" she threatened.

"I don't think it was you," Edina said, kneeling down next to the carriage. "The hub's broken. It connects the wheel to the axel."

Petyr and Vizier Duran stepped away from the second vehicle they were about to enter. Everyone inspected the hubs of each carriage for signs of damage. Sure enough, they were all cracked. If someone were to enter and start moving it, their wheels would also pop out.

"Well, I can't blame your northerners' engineering. They were never ready for Savir's harsh terrain. We should have taken one of mine instead," Duran said pompously.

"Renya was proud of her carriages being all-terrain though. If there's one thing I trust, it's quality Rown engineering. There's no way this just broke," Kanae countered.

"That's because someone sabotaged them," Edina explained to the gasps of the entire party.

"Why do you think so?" Alicia asked.

She pointed to the hub and continued, "You can brace a cracked frame and replace a broken wheel. Hubs also need to be replaced. But unlike a frame or hub, they gotta be replaced by the original maker. I doubt we'll find someone in Savir who's got the schematics for Rown carriages. When I ran with the Outriders, we always broke this piece. Let the wagons break down in the middle of the road, then hit 'em for their stuff. I bet whoever did this, doesn't want us making it to Bravost."

Kanae clicked her tongue. It could have been the Ortesians, Cerberus, or Harpy King who could have done this. Any one of them benefited from delaying their journey.

"No matter. I will leverage my status to obtain new carriages for us," Duran said before leaving the stable.

Not a moment later—

"What do you mean you're out of beasts to loan? Do you know who I am?" the angry vizier shouted from outside.

They emerged outside to find Duran shouting at a young feline beastman stablehand. The boy was holding the reins to a camel, wincing at every lashing word.

"I-I'm terribly sorry, sir! Our burden beasts broke out of their enclosure last night. The others are out in the blistering heat right now, trying to lure them back," he explained.

First, their carriages broke down. Now, they were learning that the beasts used to pull vehicles had all run away. That couldn't be a coincidence.

"If you yell at this boy one more time, I will throw you from the tallest tower I can find." Petyr came to the boy's defense, causing the vizier to shrink away.

"Y-You wouldn't…" Duran stammered.

"Unfortunately, she would." Alicia patted him on the shoulder.

"We just need a carriage or two. I got something to pull them," Edina said.

"If you're about to do what I think you're about to do, I hope you remember what happened last time!" Kanae warned.

"Well, I'm about to show you how many fucks I give." She summoned four hulking, quadrupedal skeletal creatures that must have been dire beasts in life.

The stableboy, frightened at first, clapped with childish delight. Vizier Duran's wealth obtained them two Saviran travel carriages. They were isosceles-shaped, with the farthest point of the apex being the front of the vehicle. Everyone pitched in to harness and hitch Edina's undead in no time.

Since Edina controlled her minions that pulled the wagon, they had no need for a coachman and set off from The Diamond without delay. Several guards watched in exasperation as the skeletal beasts sauntered past them. They threw their arms in the air but didn't give chase.

"Hehe. Suckers." Edina tossed a piece of paper over her shoulder, letting the wind carry it into the deserts.

"What did you litter just now?" Kanae asked.

"That dumb ticket I got for using necromancy in the city. Fuck 'em! I ain't paying a single coin!" she exclaimed.

"For your sake, it better not come back and bite you in the ass later…"

The journey to Bravost was a lot smoother than the trek through the Arkesian Wastes. Beaten paths were less treacherous. There was more sand than jagged canyons and valleys. Dire vultures and carrions still circled above, hoping for one of them to drop dead for a feast. Thanks to Edina's undead not needing rest nor water, they never tired under the blistering heat. Renya might want to look into investing in necromancy for Rown Company.

Kanae eyed Alicia inconspicuously. The succubus sat next to her sister, Claudia. Like right next to each other, shoulder to shoulder close. She still worried about her trauma. Alicia had done so much since being freed, trying her best to repay Kanae by being a staunch member of Amethyst Hall… but she wondered if there was anything to help ease her pain.

"Got some company," Edina said suddenly, her eyes glowing and likely looking through her undead minions.

Kanae popped open the roof hatch and climbed out. Riders from afar closed in on them from both sides. There were maybe twenty in total, dressed in heavy cloaks and riding on muscular canine beasts.

"Stop the carriages! Surrender goods and empty your purses, and no one has to—"

"Uhh. Those are undead! There's a necromancer aboard, and that's a succubus!"

"What the fuck? Never mind! Have a good day!"

They veered off in an attempt to escape.

"No, you don't. You just volunteered to guide us to Bravost." Kanae casted Mass Charm to prevent them from leaving, and when the spell took effect, the raiders obediently fell into a defensive formation around their carriages.

They could question them at their next stop. No need to waste time at the moment.

"Who were they just now?" Alicia asked as Kanae descended back into the cabin.

"Some kind adventurers who offered to escort us." Kanae grinned.

The sun was beginning to set. Bleak blue skies darkened in color, and millions of stars lit up the night. They emerged from the carriages to set up camp and found the raiders, all hunched over their mounts from heatstroke. The others shot Kanae an exasperated look.

"Er… Oops." Kanae shrugged nervously.

"If anyone needs me, I'll be recharging!" Edina hoisted a small-race beastman into the cabin with her, and it started jostling soon after.

"We're still a little ways off from Bravost. I worry for my cousin's safety…" Duran sighed, sulking by the campfire.

Petyr was nowhere to be seen. Kanae checked the second carriage, and the paladin was in the middle of polishing her suit of armor inside. She wore a light tunic, drenched in sweat. Her golden hair had been fashioned into a bun. For being such a princess, the high elf didn't seem to be a stranger to labor.

"It turns out the Ortesians in Savir are being led by Arnault Pyrelle. Looks like more Cult of Lust and Depravity shenanigans," Kanae explained.

"Arnault? Guillaume's little brother, hah! This mission in Savir suddenly became a lot more interesting for me. It won't give me the same satisfaction, but I can look forward to pummeling the younger Pyrelle." Petyr sneered.

"What do you know about Arnault? Is he dangerous?"

She laughed out loud. "I often sparred with him in training. Arnault is weak. Though, I have to hand it to him for always getting back up for another beating. A word of caution: he has the makings of a leader. You already know the Rook of Rotandrix's master is Guillaume. Well, Guillaume had her groom his younger brother to be a tactician."

Well, wasn't that nice? A student of Avaline's to contend with. She was always one step ahead of them during the war. Between her, Admiral DeSalle, and Lord-Major Petyr, it was the drakeling general they never managed to get one up on. If Arnault had even a fraction of Avaline's prowess in stratagems, he was going to be trouble.

As Kanae backed out of the carriage, Petyr followed her out carrying only the felmetal warhammer. She marched from the campsite and into the night barely illuminated by the moon and stars.

"Wait, where are you going? It's dangerous out there!" Kanae shouted.

"Good," Petyr said. "My limbs are stiff. I'm heading out to hit some things."

Suspicious, Kanae followed after Petyr. The elf noticed and scoffed, but at least she didn't tell her off.

When the fire light from the campfire on their backs dwindled, Petyr infused her hammer with holy energies. It was bright enough to light up a three yard radius around them. Tiny critters fled and dove into burrows. Kanae thought Petyr was going to hunt for monsters until she stopped in front of a large stone jutting from the ground.

The paladin smashed the hammer into the side of the rock, sending chunks flying off into the darkness. Kanae's jaw dropped. Petyr proceeded to look for another geological monolith and pummeled that, too.

"This is what you meant?!" Kanae exclaimed.

"The next best thing is Claudia. But if I pick a fight with her, that bitch Alicia paralyzes me with those damned toxins. If you have any better ideas, I'm all ears," Petyr fired back.

"I… could spar with you? Only if you don't actually kill me!" she hastily added.

Petyr thought for a moment.

"Deal." Petyr charged without warning.

"Oh, crap—" Kanae dashed back as the warhammer plunged into the ground, a devastating blow that sent sand spraying into the air. "What happened to not killing me?!"

"Within an inch of your life is still alive!" she shouted from behind the wall of sand.

The paladin barreled through with her warhammer raised. Kanae fired bolts of fire from her enchanted ring, but the spell's impacts didn't so much as faze Petyr. She called down Conjured Caltrops, forcing the elf to a halt.

Then Petyr did the unthinkable by flinging the warhammer. Kanae's eyes went wide. She barely sidestepped the flying weapon and lassoed it with Lust. Using the momentum, she threw the hammer back to its wielder. Petyr craned her neck at the last second, mere inches from meeting a skull-shattering blow. It hit the ground with an explosive boom that fired holy energies in sparks.

"I'm impressed. You're not the same naive succubus from before. You might stand a chance of actually defeating me," Petyr complimented and picked up her weapon.

"Maybe you're misremembering, but I did beat you," Kanae reminded her.

"That was a fluke. When you're ready for a real rematch, let me know." She headed back to the camp, leaving Kanae in the dark surrounded by bits of sand still glowing with radiant energy.

Kanae was about to leave, too, until her ears twitched to the gentle flutter of beating wings.

"Claudia, Alicia… You can show yourselves now." Kanae folded her arms.

Magical Stealth faded from the sisters, who were hand in hand.

"We were only worried about you," Alicia insisted.

"You think Petyr is still up to sparring with me? I'm going to go ask!" Claudia flew back to camp, panting like a dog.

The second Claudia was gone, Alicia quickly jumped to Kanae's side and clung to her arm. However, she realized right away and let go, putting on a brave face in the dark.

"Alicia, it's okay." Kanae extended a hand to her.

"Have you ever considered that you are maybe too kind?" Alicia gladly grabbed her hand and locked their fingers together.

"Is that so bad?" She smiled.

Alicia giggled, and the tension left her body even as the bright remnants of Petyr's smite faded from the sands, leaving them with only the stars and distant campfire to light the way.

"I hope the accommodations in Bravost are better than what we had in The Diamond," Alicia said.

"If they aren't, we can take it up with Vizier Duran. He owes us plenty by now." Kanae grinned.


Chapter 18

A few days into their journey, and everyone was beginning to feel the fatigue. Extreme dry heat in the day and extreme frigid cold in the night had done a number on their morale. Vizier Duran was the only one who was perfectly fine, accustomed to the weather as a native Saviran.

They tried to pass the time during the day with card games of the low-stakes variety. A few coins exchanged hands at a time, much to Edina's dismay and boredom. Not that it made playing against her any easier. She still wiped the floor with them in Poker, and only Alicia came close to winning a few times. Or so Kanae thought.

After Kanae, Claudia, and a charmed highwayman folded, it was down to Edina and Alicia. The time came at last for the two to reveal their cards. All eyes went to Alicia's hand, which laid down a straight. There were only five other hands that could beat her. When they turned to Edina, she revealed a full house.

"Tch. My loss again." Alicia sighed.

"That's ten wins in a row!" Claudia threw a fit. "I don't believe it. Who the hells is even Lady Luck? I've never heard of that demigod before. Relying on divine intervention is basically cheating!"

"What's wrong, Claudia? Thought you like getting your ass kicked!" Edina cackled and swiped the stack of ten coins off the table.

"Kuh… I feel like I'm being degraded more than anything…" She spitefully chewed on her nail.

The entire carriage lurched to one side and groaned. Harsh winds whistled with greater intensity, becoming a guttural howl from every direction. Kanae made the mistake of opening the window, and a powerful gale entered the cabin, blowing in sand and the cards all over the place.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa! Close that shit. You're getting sand in my fur!" Edina complained.

"Is it just me or are the winds getting a lot stronger? Should we be worried?" Kanae asked, shutting the window.

"Could it be elementals again? Or that Dancing Dervish?" Alicia suggested.

It didn't feel like either of them to Kanae. An elemental would have been more violent. Sofisa also enjoyed enthusiastically introducing herself and demanding a rematch. Kanae put on a facemask and apologized to Edina before opening the back door. She flew out to sand flying sideways.

Kanae descended to their second carriage and knocked on the window. A moment later, a groggy Duran opened the slat. He wore an eye mask pulled up to his forehead. It looked like he had been sleeping. Petyr was seated upright on the opposite side, arms folded and eyes shut in… meditation?

"Yes, Kanae? Can I help you?" Duran yawned.

"How are you able to sleep through these? The gales are getting worse. Our carriages aren't going to get blown over, are they?" Kanae asked worriedly.

"Doubtful. They are designed to withstand even frequent sandstorms, and—" He poked his head out of the carriage, brows furrowed and gaze focused in the distance. "Perhaps it would be wise to find shelter. While sandstorms are common in Savir, there are occasionally those that will sweep even the hardiest of adventurers away. This might be one such sandstorm. I recognize this path. Ishmael's Road. There should be a spire with heavy rope tied around it farther down. Go south, and in three kilometers, we should reach a mining village owned by my cousin."

Kanae returned to her carriage to relay just that. Stone pillars were a common sight around this part of Savir. They jutted between ten to twenty feet up from sand dunes, and their shadows gave the terrifying impression of large claws primed to carve into the earth's surface.

The spire Vizier Duran mentioned actually had a large, winding rope that wrapped around it. Thicker than Kanae's arm, they appeared to be made of dried desert grass woven tightly together. They reminded her of shimenawa back in Japan, which were straw rope with a deep spiritual symbolism in Shinto faith.

From there, Edina ordered her undead beasts to turn south. Not half an hour later, the sand dunes gave way to a canyon. A crisscrossing stone canopy formed something like a ceiling over it. Their two carriages weren't the only vehicles on the way. A lone wagon pulled by a centaur man and two brown rhinocerine beasts paused to stare at them.

"Hail! Friend or foe?" the centaur asked, drawing a large pickaxe from the back of his wagon.

"Friend! We're seeking shelter from the sandstorm!" Kanae emerged from the carriage and shouted.

He thought for a moment before putting his pickaxe away and said, "Follow me. No funny business, succubus."

They followed the centaur to a narrow canyon passage just wide enough for their vehicles to enter. Sand trickled down in light showers from above. Wind still carried through the rocky corridor, singing a sharp and piercing note. But it was less violent than being out in the open. The carriages stopped groaning and weren't on the verge of being blown away.

The end of the corridor was the start of a large town. Large, in that it was sprawling with warehouses, mining equipment, and carts. Homes were far and few in between. Pillars of smoke billowed from smithies while steady waterfalls of sand piled up on the ground. People swept up and loaded piles into wagons to be ferried out. This was more of a labor encampment than a residential town.

Kanae and her companions hopped out of the carriages, stretching their stiff limbs. A couple of miners shot them some odd looks, but quickly returned to work.

"Name's Brax. I'm the foreman of Watering Hole." The same centaur who led them in here extended a hand.

"I'm Kanae. These are my friends. We're adventurers on the way to Bravost." Kanae clasped his hand and shook.

"Adventurers?" His eyes went wide with apparent relief.

"This place is called Watering Hole? Where's the fucking water?" Edina asked.

Brax tossed her a leather waterskin, which she promptly emptied the entire contents of down her throat. He thumbed to a well in the middle of town.

"You're welcome to stay until the sandstorm passes. But I'd like to ask you adventurers for a favor: we got miners trapped underground from a cave-in yesterday. Can you save them for us?" Brax asked.

"Good man," Vizier Duran interjected before Kanae could give an answer. "We won't be here for long. The sandstorm is already at its strongest and will likely pass within the next hour. Bravost awaits, and we cannot be delayed any longer."

Kanae pulled him aside and whispered, "These are your people. Don't you want to help them?"

"Ensuring my cousin's safety will help all citizens of Savir. Whose life is worth more? Some miners or Sultana Dudula?" he inquired seriously.

Petyr overheard and glared at the vizier.

"Miners are the backbone of every country. Who staffs your mines and supplies your metals when they are gone?" Petyr purposely loomed over him with a menacing glower.

"F-Fine. Do as you wish, but return promptly before the sandstorm passes!" Duran exclaimed and retreated into his carriage.

"I didn't expect an Ortesian noblewoman like you to stick up for the little guys," Kanae teased the elf.

"Save your patronizing. Unlike my peers, I understand the value of hard labor and backbreaking work. If we're going to save those miners, we should go now. They may not live long cut off from the surface," she explained.

Kanae went to tell the others, and they were all willing to lend a hand in the rescue. Compared to their last operation, this was going to be a piece of cake. She winced at her own thought, then rapped her knuckles on a nearby wooden cart to avoid being jinxed.

"You're a strange group," Brax began with a sigh as they stood in front of him, "but I'll take any adventurers. The cave-in happened last night in level seven. A week ago, one of the miners reported finding strange architecture and wanted to excavate deeper. I gave him and nine others the green light. Wildest thing I've ever seen. Machines everywhere, made of dark metal. Stifling and humid. I had them continue excavating. Last night, they didn't come back. I went down to check myself, but rubble blocked the way."

Underground corridor, machines, hot… It couldn't be…

Brax escorted them to the south mine entrance. It was where the miners had last descended. Kanae noticed Petyr following without her new suit of armor. She always flaunted it, too.

"Not wearing your plate?" Kanae asked.

"It was comfortable when we were in Radevic. In Savir, not so much. It isn't just because of the heat either. All the sand gets into the gaps." Petyr grimaced.

Before entering the mine, Brax tossed each of them a hard hat with a crystal embedded into the front that beamed a bright light. The succubi of the group stared at the hat in disbelief. Kanae placed it on her head, only for the horns to get in the way. The rest didn't even bother. Petyr also didn't want to put a dirty hat on that could ruin her beautiful hair. Brax shoved lanterns into their hands instead.

Directly inside, two forking paths led farther in and a third was a vertical shaft that went straight down into the depths. Brax ushered them onto a lift with a complex pulley system, but didn't come on himself.

"You're not joining us?" Kanae asked.

"Whenever sandstorms blow in, the miners and I have to constantly cart sand out of the town. Otherwise, we'll get buried alive down here. I already have some boys down there working on the rubble. They can give you a more accurate assessment than me. Please, save those miners. Some of them I've worked with for decades," Brax said, then pulled a lever that started the platform's descent.

As they slowly plunged into the mine shaft, the sound of pickaxes against rock clinked louder and louder. Minecarts grinded against their rails. Echoes from miners shouting to each other traveled far to reach them.

Alicia shuddered the deeper they went. Claudia responded by holding her sister's hand tightly.

"You don't have to come down with us, Alicia. I doubt this is going to take very long anyway," Kanae said.

"No… I cannot cower forever," Alicia muttered, more to encourage herself than as a reply.

The platform reached its terminus, and heavy locking mechanisms clicked into place. They stepped off and into the dark mine passage, illuminated only by their lamps. Large wooden support beams reinforced the walls and ceiling. Pickaxes and shovels were strewn about. A minecart full of rocks embedded with red gemstones sat unmoving, waiting for someone to load it onto the lift.

"Yoink!" Edina pinched a hefty ruby-encrusted rock from the cart.

"Edina." Kanae groaned.

"What? I'm just accepting pre-payment for the rescue op," she said.

Petyr pointed out another light source deeper in. It was the miners Brax had mentioned, who were trying to excavate the cave-in.

"Brax sent adventurers down to help us, eh?" A harpy man stared lecherously at Kanae's chest. "Well, you'll be tickled pink to know this isn't the rubble that trapped our missing miners. It's farther inside. This one happened early this fucking morning. We've been at it all day!"

"Seismic activity, huh? Happened a lot when we were living underground," Claudia said.

"You had cave-ins like this, too?" Kanae asked.

"Yeah, but they weren't bad. We had enthralled Geomancers to control the earth. Doubt the miners here have someone crowned to do that, right?" She turned to them, and they returned a shrug and shook their heads.

Petyr pushed to the front and pressed a hand to the rubble. She walked along the width of it, which stretched maybe thirty feet across and twenty high. All of the stone and debris looked fairly entrenched. Getting all this out might take weeks by hand, and according to them, there were more cave-ins beyond.

"What's on the other side?" Petyr asked.

"It's the weird ass giant corridor," the harpy said. "We punched a hole through it to get inside a while back. Musta weakened the support structure or something. When the earthquake hit this morning, it just collapsed."

"I'll open a path," she said.

"Open a— Wait, y-you can't be serious?" Kanae stammered.

The paladin lifted her warhammer and lightly struck different sections of the rubble. Miners who caught on made a run for it.

"You're gonna hit the damn thing? Won't that just make it worse?!" Edina panicked.

"Get behind me!" Claudia shouted.

Petyr infused her warhammer with Smite and hit the lower section of the cave-in. The earth shuddered. Stone and dirt flew inwards into the corridor, and new rubble showered down from above.

Kanae, Edina, and Alicia peered over Claudia's shoulders. The impact had some blowback to it, so some stones had flung out and hit her. Thankfully, the cave was intact. The secondary collapse didn't completely cover the tunnel Petyr had made, and it was just wide enough for them to crawl through.

"You're batshit crazy, bitch!" a miner shouted from behind.

"What did you say?" Petyr glanced back and snarled.

"What I mean is, well done!" he corrected himself.

"Lemme look ahead just in case." Edina summoned a few undead mice to scurry into the opening. The necromancer's eyes glowed with a fiery lavender from seeing through her minions. When she came back to her senses, her demeanor wrinkled.

"What did you see?" Kanae asked.

"Well, it's safe. I think you'll wanna see for yourselves." She gestured through the hole.

Kanae nodded to her companions and went in. She felt the heat first. Sweltering, but not dry like Savir. It was incredibly humid, and she was beginning to sweat already. The debris looked like they could collapse at any moment, so she tried her best not to brush up against any part of the side.

Finally, after crawling for a few feet, Kanae emerged from the tunnel and slid down the earthen rubble. She landed gingerly in a massive steamy corridor. The walls were made of large cut stone reinforced with black metal steel beams. Pipes ran along the length of it, shooting out scalding hot steam from broken sections. Unlit lanterns hung from the ceiling, their fires long gone out. The metalwork was reminiscent of dwarven engineering and architecture of Ha'Vavish.

"The dwarves were in Savir, too?" Kanae murmured.

Petyr came out of the hole next, followed by Edina. Claudia got half her body out until she wouldn't budge.

"I'm stuck!" Claudia complained.

"Your ass is too thick! Bruised up from all that self-spanking maybe?" Edina pointed and cackled.

"I'm gonna spank your flat ass if you don't get me out of this already!" she yelled.

Kanae and Edina each grabbed a hand to pull. Claudia came through little by little, then not at all.

"Edina's right… Your cheeks are actually keeping you in there!" Kanae continued pulling to no avail.

"It's not me, all that fried food back in The Diamond— Eeek! Help! I think Alicia's poking my butt with her dagger!" Claudia cried.

Petyr suddenly pushed Kanae and Edina aside and grabbed her hand.

"Awww! I always knew you had a soft side for me, Petty!" Claudia smirked.

"Don't call me Petty!" Petyr yanked Claudia out so hard, she flung her into the opposite wall and left an imprint.

The last one should be Alicia, but she was taking her sweet time. Kanae kneeled down to look in the tunnel. Her vice-captain was clenching a dagger and hyperventilating.

"Alicia? Shit. Hey, look at me! You're almost out!" Kanae shouted, extending a hand that she wouldn't take.

"What's wrong? Alicia!" Claudia wrenched herself free from the wall and came over.

"I'm going in to help her out." She crawled part-way in and realized that the hole had shrunk a little.

All the weight must be pressing down. Of course, the tunnel Petyr made wasn't going to last. Alicia's gaze wasn't focused anywhere in particular. Her pupils were severely dilated. If she continued to hyperventilate in this enclosed space, she might pass out. And that could easily go from bad to worse.

"Where am I? Why is it so dark? I don't like it here… I don't like it at all…" Alicia whispered repeatedly as though in a trance.

"I'm right here!" Kanae reached out, but as soon as she landed a finger on Alicia's hand—

The dagger sprung forth, and the tip of the blade bit into Kanae's shoulder. She winced painfully, and the others started clamoring from behind her asking what happened.

"Kanae?!" Alicia gasped, having come to her senses. "I'm sorry! I didn't mean to… I…"

"It's alright. I can heal myself once we're out. Just hold on to my hand and don't let go," Kanae said.

Alicia swallowed hard. Their hands clasped together. Kanae gave her companions a signal with her tail, and they started pulling her by the legs. Luckily, Alicia didn't have as big of an ass as Claudia's. Both of them slipped out of the hole, and Kanae casted Flash Heal over her wound.

"Forgive me… Perhaps you four should continue without me. I've proven myself to be a detriment to the group. I'll… stay here until you return." Alicia hung her head in shame.

"That's not true." Claudia hugged her sister. "You're going through a rough patch is all. You've gotten over worse."

"Claudia's right. I'm not leaving you behind. Dwarven ruins tend to be dangerous, and we don't exactly have a great track record with them. I need you with us. Knight-Commander's order." Kanae smiled.

Even though Petyr pretended not to care, she stayed close and watched them with a side glance. Eventually, Alicia swallowed a deep breath to steady her nerves.

"If you will have me, my blades are yours." Alicia nodded.

Now that they had access to either ends, Kanae's party and the miners were able to brace the Petyr-made tunnel with wooden beams. Modestly satisfied with their half-assed job, they excavated carefully to create a larger opening for the rest to come through. Well, minus a centaur and several of the heftier men. It took a bit of time, but putting in support beams to prop up the ceiling and against the walls stabilized an entrance. For now.

With their resolve strengthened, the group proceeded deeper into the depths. These halls extended forever with seemingly no destination in mind. It was like walking through the palace corridors of Aidenhall, but without all the life to populate the place.

Along the way, Kanae and her companions passed smaller tunnels that had also collapsed, leading to who knows where. Large rusted rail tracks laid the length of the path, but they most likely weren't done by the Saviran miners of Watering Hole. Far too big for regular mine carts anyway.

"How much farther is the cave-in that trapped your miners?" Kanae asked one of the men.

"Shouldn't be too far now. See them carts? We should be getting close," an elf said, pointing to the mine carts in question filled with stone and left unattended.

"Why even go down so far? Aren't you digging for ore and crystals?" Petyr asked suddenly.

"We just follow the foreman's orders. When we found these ruins, he probably thought there were riches down here. As you can see, we ain't found nothing like that yet." He shrugged.

Petyr met Kanae's gaze and gestured for her to come closer. They walked a little farther ahead than the rest of the group, just out of earshot.

"I don't buy it," Petyr said.

"That they haven't discovered anything?" Kanae cocked her head.

"That Foreman Brax was hoping to find treasure. If it's the riches they want, the miners are already digging it up. They waste their time going deeper. Dwarves aren't the gold-hoarding type," she explained.

Maybe Brax was lying to them. Maybe not, and he was just omitting some important information about this place. Either way, there were miners that still needed saving. They could question him later.

The crew arrived at the second cave-in to heavy rubble and sand blocking the entire tunnel. It wasn't an exaggeration to say it had been completely sealed off.

"Hey!" one miner stepped up to the blockade and shouted. "You guys still alive over there?"

No answer except his own echoes.

"Uh. That's not a good sign," the earlier elf said.

"I'll make an opening." Petyr brandished her warhammer, but Amethyst Hall jumped her this time.

"Let's not risk a cave-in!" Kanae exclaimed.

"Our boys might be passed out on the other side, too! What if you crush them?" another miner cried.

Edina plunged the Pillar of the Damned into the ground and wrenched the Scythe of Soul Reaping from a portal. The brazier on her staff ignited, lighting up the dark tunnel with greater luminosity than everyone's lantern combined.

"No one's giving me a ticket for necromancy here!" Edina summoned a single specter, whose ghostly body vaguely resembled a human man with no discernible features.

A couple of the miners fainted.

"Edina, what are you doing now…" Kanae sighed.

"What? Ghosts can pass through walls. I can check the other side with 'em. Lookie." Edina snatched Kanae's hand and made her touch the ghost. Their fingers harmlessly passed right through the creature, but a monster card did pop up.

	Specter Lvl. 0
	STR	-	Harmless ghosts without malice or grudges that roam places where the dead have been buried. They are drawn to necrotic energies.
	DEX	-
	INT	-
			


[Ethereal: Intangible to the physical world and cannot interact or affect its surroundings. Extremely susceptible to holy damage.]

"Is this the afterlife? It sure has a lot of boobies," the specter said.

Petyr swung her holy energy-infused hammer through the ghost's body, which shimmered a little and took the form of an elderly man.

"No, I don't want to pass on yet! Not before I can bury my face between those honk—" He vanished before finishing his sentence.

"Whaddya think you're doing?!" Edina complained.

"Oops. I acted on instinct. I won't destroy the next one," Petyr promised.

Grumbling, Edina summoned a second specter. This one wasn't a boob fiend. She ordered it through the rubble. As expected, the Ethereal passive skill allowed the specter to pass unimpeded. The necromancer's eyes glowed as she looked through her undead, then her face soured.

"You're not gonna like what I see… Remember what we found in Ha'Vavish?" Edina asked.

"Dwarven sex automatons." Kanae put a hand to her face and groaned.

Several of the men shifted forward.

"Hey, I liked the sound of 'dwarven' and 'sex'. But what's an automaton?" one inquired.

"Back off, horndogs." Edina threatened them with her scythe. "Anyway, the automatons I see are broken. Looked like something took a big chomp outta them."

The earth shuddered again. Cracks formed on the stone and metalwork of the tunnel. Dust knocked loose from the ceiling rained down on them, and sand spilled from fissures in the rubble. Everyone braced for a collapse, but when the shaking ended, nothing had fallen except for another pipe breaking and gushing out steam.

"Is all this seismic activity normal?" Kanae asked.

A miner shook his head. "After digging mines for ten years? Not really. Maybe it's just this tunnel, but I haven't had many bad ones in the others I worked in."

Seemingly assured that a cave-in wasn't imminent, the miners didn't hesitate to get to work. They tossed loose stone into mine carts, carried off larger stones, shoveled dirt and sand, and chipped away at the debris.

"I'm no miner," Claudia began as she watched them work, "but even I know this is going to take a while. It's a bigger collapse than the last one. We aren't seriously going to just wait for them to clear everything, are we?"

"The cave-in's like twenty feet across, too. I counted when I sent my specter through," Edina added.

"I really don't see any other way…" Kanae frowned.

While the miners did their thing, the rest of Kanae's companions looked around for signs of another way through. A separate passage, a switch or lever to open a hidden entrance, anything.

At some point, whether out of frustration or impatience, Petyr started tapping the corridor wall with her warhammer. Worried that she might try to pummel a way through for them, Kanae followed after her.

"If you think I'm planning to bash an opening, relax. I don't want to be buried down here with you," Petyr said.

"Okay, I'll bite. What are you doing?" Kanae asked.

"Some parts of the wall sound more hollow compared to other sections. There might be rooms or chambers on the opposite side," she explained.

"That makes sense. How are we going to get in— Wait, you really are planning to bash an opening!"

At that moment, Petyr slammed her hammer into the wall. Everyone winced, and the miners threw themselves to the ground and covered their heads, thinking it was a cave-in. When the bricks piled to the ground, a hole into a room had opened up.

"I should have left you behind…" Kanae glared.

"And you would have been stuck here, twiddling your thumbs." Petyr sneered.

The hole led into a warehouse chamber that contained all manner of objects. Crystallized mana, bolts and lugs, tools, lanterns and more inside heavy metal containers on multi-tiered shelves that reached the ceiling. There was a door at the very end of the room, situated exactly where they needed to go— around the rubble.

Some of the miners poked their heads in, unable to believe there were other rooms just a few inches of a wall away. They probably thought this was just one giant tunnel.

"Hello, money!" Edina grabbed handfuls of crystallized mana from the boxes, even summoning a few undead to help her carry them.

"We can come back for those later. Let's get to the other side!" Kanae hollered to her party.

The earth started shaking again, but it was much more intense than before. Crates fell from the shelves, spilling their contents on the ground. Stone and metal groaned as if in pain.

"Kanae, get back!" Alicia shouted.

Kanae followed Alicia's gaze to the ceiling just as it gave way. She darted back, but it wasn't the usual rubble falling into the room. Large worms covered in specks of iron and shining jewels poured in.

"Stone borers! I think we found what's been causing your cave-ins!" Kanae yelled.

The mineral-eating insects lunged every which way. Most of them made a beeline for the crates of crystallized mana, gorging themselves on the magic-rich morsels. One went right for Edina, who was holding a bunch of crystals— Until Petyr smashed it with the flat of her hammer and sent guts, metal, and dirt flying everywhere, of which mostly landed on Edina.

Numerous stone borers continued to fall through the hole in the ceiling. They didn't just eat the crystallized mana, but also the metal on the wall, shelves, crates, and tools. A miner fell backwards trying to run away, and a borer crawled onto his legs. Kanae kicked it off and fired a beam of concentrated flames from her ring, searing the creature dead. She helped the man up and pushed him back where they came.

"Aren't we going through?" he cried.

"It's too dangerous for you all! Get everyone back to the surface. We'll find your miners for you!" Kanae ordered.

"Yes, ma'am!" He tucked tail and raced out with the others.

Back inside, the elite members of Amethyst Hall were cutting down dozens of stone borers at a time. Alicia sliced through them like they were butter, and not a single one could match how light she was on her feet. Edina raised the killed ones back to life, ordering them to consume their living counterparts. But there were just so many.

"They just won't stop coming!" Petyr growled, bashing one into the wall and stomping on another.

"That's what she said!" Claudia joked.

"I'M COMING FOR YOU NEXT!" the high elf bellowed.

"Edina, we need a distraction!" Kanae suggested.

"Arise, Death Knight Cantu! Serve your master!" Edina carved open an abyssal portal for the former Necro Lord to emerge from.

"As you command, my Mistress of De— Oh, joy. You want me to be a glorified insect exterminator?" Cantu groaned at the sight of stone borers spilling out from the ceiling hole.

"Drop the attitude and just do as you're told!" she ordered.

The Corpsestitched abomination's many gorag arms made short work of stone borers, and they didn't exactly eat decomposing flesh and bones. That made undeads their perfect counter.

Kanae corralled everyone to the other side of the room. But when she tried to open the door, it wouldn't budge. Petyr pushed her away to do the same. The paladin threw her shoulder against the door and succeeded only in bending it. Sand and dirt spilled in from the seams. Debris on the other side must be blocking them in.

Even with Claudia joining in to help, the two still weren't able to brute-force their way out. They continued to punch, bash, and push. Meanwhile, Kanae, Edina, and Alicia fended off advancing stone borers that made it past Cantu.

"Move! You're in my way more than you're helping!" Petyr yelled.

"I'm in the way? These monsters are probably swarming us because all your bashing lured them here! I'll get this open. You stand aside!" Claudia fired back.

"Can you two get along and work together? We're going to be in grave danger soon!" Kanae shouted.

The bickering pair glared the other down, but neither were willing to give an inch.

"How hard is your head?" Petyr asked.

"Heh. You know, my sisters always called me a hard head. It's supposed to be an insult, but I never took that…" Claudia squinted. "Hey, wait—"

Petyr picked Claudia up and charged the door like a battering ram. The succubus' head hit the door with a sickening crash. Not from her skull breaking, but from the door's metal frame bending and creaking.

"Ahh! Yes— THUNK! The abuse… the pain! THUNK! It's so exquisite… THUNK! Hehehe… Everything's getting fuzzy… THUNK!" Claudia passed out on the last hit, but the door had given way for them to crawl out the top.

Petyr shoved the unconscious succubus out, then beckoned to everyone to follow. They climbed through a hole between the door and the frame. As soon as Kanae crawled out, she slid down a mound of dirt and sand. Once everyone was through, Petyr lifted a heavy boulder and covered the way they had come out of.

"Bitch! No one hurts my sister!" Alicia snarled, brandishing a dagger dripping with venom in Petyr's face.

"It's okay, Alicia. I'm pretty sure Claudia enjoyed it." Kanae cradled the former Mistress of Pain, whose head rolled limply from one side to the other.

"And then… to be discarded right after… I think I just climaxed…" Claudia mumbled.

"Yeah, you're okay." She spared a single cast of Flash Heal and dropped her.

Just as Edina had described, the immediate surroundings were full of dwarven sex automaton parts. The stone borers probably feasted on them. That would explain their odd injuries.

"So, you think the miners got done in by the sex bots or stone borers? My money's on bugs," Edina said.

"Stone borers are violent, but they don't eat anything organic unless by accident. The automatons probably took them somewhere," Kanae concluded.

With the lanterns lighting their way, Kanae and her companions reached the end of the tunnel to find a giant door impeding them. She, Claudia, and Alicia shuddered at the sight of it, because the vague outlines of a devil were etched on it. Although long-faded from age, they knew who it was right away— the devil of lust, Satine.

Just like the door from the sunken temple near Barken, which turned out to be a monastery of the Cult of Lust and Depravity, there was an epitaph that the three could read. Alicia opened her mouth to say something, but after muttering the first inscribed word, she clenched her jaw shut instead.

"This magic…" Alicia spoke through gritted teeth. "It's powerful. I feel compelled to speak the words…"

"What does it say?" Petyr asked harmlessly, not at all expecting what happened next.

Because with that, Kanae and the two sisters answered in unison.

"Three temples must be powered, two calamities must befall mankind, and a single disciple must don Her regalia. Doing so shall sow the seed of depravity and impregnate the empire to birth Her anew," they uttered in a trance.

"Ugghh… I feel like someone else talked in my place. That was the bad kind of pain." Claudia pressed a hand to her head.

"Hey, you okay?" Edina patted Kanae on the back.

"Yeah. That felt exactly like when we were at the temple. By Her, it probably meant the devil of lust. Three temples must be powered… two calamities… a single disciple?" Kanae repeated aloud.

"Temples likely mean the engines," Alicia said. "Calamities, I am unsure. Regalia, I presume, refers to Thistle, the Matron's Regalia."

Of which Kanae and the Queen-Mother wear separate pieces of.

Before they could ruminate on what the epitaph meant, the door began to groan open. The heavy stone sank into the floor, revealing a large worship chamber with an ongoing orgy inside. All of the miners were in the middle of being fucked or fucking an automaton. A statue of Satine stood vigil over them, as they blew their loads into glorified sex dolls.

"This room is in need of cleansing," Petyr said menacingly.

"HOLD ON! These are the miners we're looking for!" Kanae held her back.

All of a sudden, the sex bots turned their way. Lifeless, glowing eyes scanned the party.

"A fresh body for the engines has been detected. High elven prude detected. Updating parameters to utterly humiliate and break until doddering mess." One automaton sprung a massive cock with ridges and warts all over it.

"Keep calm, Kanae. You're stronger than this!" Edina shouted.

"Why are you telling me like I'm going to let myself be fucked by them?" Kanae pouted.

"I'm going to grind them into dust!" Petyr stormed in and pummeled the crap out of every single automaton. They didn't even have a chance of defending themselves. Nothing about their defensive capabilities, which Kanae and her companions previously struggled against, matched the paladin's rage-induced warpath.

By the end of it, Petyr made good on her promise. She reduced the automatons to scraps of metal and rubble.

"No, you cruel bitch! I wanted to marry this woman!" a beastman cried, holding the remains of a bot to his chest.

"They were never alive to begin with…" Kanae sighed.

After a quick headcount, they confirmed that all of the miners were accounted for. Edina and Alicia scoured the room for anything else of import, but aside from another entrance that was completely buried, that was it.

By the time the party returned to Death Knight Cantu, he was buried under a mountain of stone borer corpses and needed rescuing. Rescuing in his case was just Edina opening an abyssal portal underneath him, and letting everything including the dead stone borers to fall through.

Back on the surface at last, they were greeted with relieved miners and fresh air. Well, not really. But going from stifling humid to dry heat was a welcome relief. All that humidity underground did a number on their bodies. If the trapped miners were down there for another day, they might have succumbed to heatstroke. Especially while having such intense sex with the dwarven sex bots. Kanae and her party were covered from head to toe in sweat, but nothing a few casts of Prestidigitation didn't clean.

"You found them!" Foreman Brax came running over, filled with relief. "Thank good—"

Kanae charmed him right away, and his body tensed up. Fear washed over him like prey caught in the jaws of a predator.

"Tell us the truth. People don't just happen to stumble upon dwarven ruins while excavating. You were actively searching for it, weren't you?" Kanae asked.

"Nh… Yes, but wouldn't you… want to know, succubus… We'll bury it all… before you sex demons can get your hands… on the temples!" Brax explained frantically.

"Bury it?" She gasped.

"Might be hard to believe since we're succubi, but we don't give two shits about the temples. Hells, we prefer them to stay buried," Claudia said.

"Huh? Er… Sultana Dudula ordered that if I'm to ever find dwarven ruins, that their tunnels must be collapsed and made inaccessible. I sent you in there hoping to get you caught in cave-ins. You're telling me I almost sent you all to your deaths?" he stammered.

Kanae slapped a hand to her face. She was about to give Brax a scolding until Petyr beat her to it.

"You were willing to sacrifice your miners to kill us?" Petyr's fury exploded, and she grabbed the centaur by his throat.

"You don't… understand… The dwarves… They have a vast network… of underground roads, cities… and temples…" Brax choked out.

"Let him speak. He's still under my charm anyway." Kanae motioned for Petyr to put him down, and she did.

"Okay, listen…" He rubbed his bruised neck and winced. "That Mutt of Avanesse has been attacking Bravost's many mines. We learned that he's sending people down to search the Under Roads. Whatever they're looking for, Sultana Dudula doesn't want it in Cerberus' mangy hands."


Chapter 19

After nearly a week of suffering under the intense Saviran heat, Kanae and her companions had finally made it to Bravost, the Emerald Jewel of Savir. Riding in from afar, they were able to make out the tall sandstone walls that surrounded the sprawling city. Beautiful buildings topped with domed or onion-shaped roofs towered higher than the walls protecting them.

The most striking of all was the palace in the distance. An enormous emerald jewel, oval in shape, embedded on the front-facing side of the monumental building. Sunlight reflected off its gleaming surface with blinding intensity. It was Bravost's hubris to display an exceedingly large and expensive crystal for slum settlements beyond the walls to see. Broken down homes and gaunt citizens living outside gathered around small campfires. An elven woman with sunken cheeks holding a baby close to her chest, eyed Kanae's carriages with envy. While probably not intended, ramshackled repairs and makeshift shelters turned the slums into a maze of destitution. The poor roasted scorpions and rats, or whatever they could get their hands on just to sate their hungry stomachs.

But all of that was off the main road, which cut right down the center of the slums. Patrolling guards riding on camels and ronoas kept a closer eye on the shadows and rooftops than travelers.

"Ah, Bravost! What a sight to behold!" Vizier Duran breathed deeply of the dry air and smiled.

"Yeah… what a sight…" Kanae repeated as she noticed two people fighting over a dead rat.

"Ignore the rabble. It is much more beautiful and safe within," he assured her.

The way Duran regarded the sad state of Savir's poorer citizens rubbed Kanae the wrong way. Edina must be feeling the same way. Her eyes remained fixed on a beastman couple with their small child, begging a guard for water. She eventually peeled away from the sight and shut the window.

As they drew nearer to the city entrance, trees with long, needle-like leaves became a more common sight. Guards wearing thick lamellar armor stood watch underneath the shade of the canopy. Each of their helmets were designed with an upward facing hook in the back, and a small emerald gem embedded on the front. A much smaller number of them boasted more than one emerald and were likely officers of rank.

The large archway had no gates nor portcullis. People came and went through a long corridor inside the wall, where guards scrutinized them from balcony vantage points above all the way down. They all carried crossbows, primed to fire at the first sign of trouble. Ceiling traps held only by an iron chain could fall on travelers at any moment. These were definitely an indication of a paranoid ruler.

"Well… I see my cousin has increased security since I was last here. It feels a lot less welcoming," Duran said, staring worriedly at the traps and fearful of falling victim to them.

"Help… please…" someone begged.

Kanae glanced out the window to find a naked and beaten man whose ankles were bound by rope, hanging upside down from a balcony. There were more. All of them groaned in pain, asking for mercy or for their suffering to end.

"Are you sure Sultana Dudula is the good guy here…?" Kanae hesitated to ask.

"Desperate times call for desperate measures. You've already uncovered proof of an attempt to dethrone my cousin. You foiled a plan to assassinate her loyalists in The Diamond! For all we know, these are conspirators after her life," the vizier explained.

"All I did was conduct trade… with a merchant from Elusis…" a hanging man muttered after overhearing them.

Kanae glared at him, but a sweating and anxious Duran offered only an unconvinced shrug.

"Meh. I don't like it," Claudia chimed in and grimaced. "I can mostly tell someone's innocence by the sounds they make while in agony. I'd stake my tail on not all of them being guilty."

"What do you know, succubus? Your kind tried to enslave the world three centuries ago," Duran fired back.

"I mean, hey. I was wrong. I've learned to inflict pain on only those who deserve the whip now. It's more fun and satisfying." She smirked.

Sunlight draped them again as they emerged from the corridor and into Bravost at last. Vizier Duran described it as the city of jewels, opulence, and architectural beauty. Rivaled only by Kandis, or so he had emphasized. Here, the citizens walked atop a mountain of jewels waiting to be dug up. Except it was all property of Sultana Dudula, and any attempts to excavate the earth without express permission carried the penalty of imprisonment.

Those that did have permission were members of the sultana's court, and they wielded both administrative and lawful powers equivalent to ministers. It was Bravost where the world received most of its jewels from. Artisan jewelers came from a long line of jewelcrafting families, who honed their craft over centuries. Many from around the world traveled to apprentice under those masters, and returned home to sing of Bravost's praises.

It came as no surprise that mining was the most common line of work. As a byproduct of digging for jewels, ore also contributed greatly to the city's prosperity. Jewels and metals were almost used in excess in construction, evidenced in the lavish designs of Bravost's great buildings.

They entered first a wide and spacious rectangular plaza. Caravans arriving in and leaving the city checked in at the administrative hall. But their true destination was the plaza in which Sultana Dudula resided.

From the block's plaza, three highways led deeper into different sections of the city. Winding roads led under and over entire neighborhoods, with the destitute hiding underneath the shadows of their wealthier counterparts.

As Vizier Duran steered the carriages in the direction of the north highway road, city guards stopped their advance.

"Halt! You must identify yourselves at the High Courts before proceeding. Turn around now or you will be arrested on sight," a centaur guard said.

"Halt? You do not halt Vizier Duran, cousin of Her Majesty, Sultana Dudula." Duran stepped out of the carriage, much to the shock of those who stopped him.

"V-Vizier! We meant no offense, but the sultana's rules are—"

"Escort us if you must. I demand an audience with my cousin. Now!" he ordered and stormed back inside the cabin.

The guards exchanged a brief and nervous conversation before relenting. Four of them broke off from the main group to lead their carriages through Bravost. Kanae marveled at the city's infrastructure as they drove onto the highway reminiscent of the Imperial Span. The city was so large, they erected enormous streets suspended nearly fifty feet above the surface for travel. Smaller ramps led on or off the highway to the districts below where those in squalor lived.

"You think necromancy ain't allowed in Bravost, too?" Edina asked.

"Please, don't." Duran sighed. "Your skeletal beasts are terrifying enough. We need not cause the public any more panic. If you summon any more, I can't guarantee your safety in Bravost."

Sultana Dudula's palace was situated in its own walled-off section of the grand city. The only entrances were two bridges, one of which they were already on. Her palace would be an impenetrable fortress if they were to blow up those paths. Or a sitting duck against the Harpy King's aerial forces.

When they arrived at the fortifications, different guards surrounding the palace descended to meet them. These were much more equipped than the city guards and appeared more seasoned. The vizier ushered Kanae and her party out of the carriage. They stepped out in time for a dark elf, probably a spellcaster judging by his robes and staff he wielded, to show up and quietly watched them from the ramparts.

"Vizier Duran, it is quite the surprise to see you so far from Kandis. You bring with you succubi, a necromancer, and a high elf I can only presume is Ortesian, so you must excuse our caution." The elf bowed politely, his voice even more exceedingly polite.

"Archmage Donnu, I'm here to meet with Dudula. She is beset by assassins and schemes which seek to overthrow her from all sides. I must inform her. These are my escorts who pledged to aid us against the Mutt of Avanesse and the Harpy King!" Vizier Duran explained.

"Now, you must understand how suspicious that sounds to us. You came with demons long-believed dead, who possess the magic to charm and compel one's very will. We can't be too sure you're not under their sway and intend harm on Sultana Dudula," Archmage Donnu said.

"I would never—"

"Be that as it may, we cannot allow your guests in. You and you alone may enter. Sultana Dudula will not have it any other way. What shall it be?" he asked.

On cue, the guards surrounded the carriages and drew their weapons. Petyr brandished her warhammer and sized them up. Some of the guards gulped hard, unsure about being on the receiving end of her giant weapon or facing succubi.

"Wait!" Kanae shouted. "We really are here to help Sultana Dudula, but it isn't entirely out of the kindness of our hearts. I'm here in search of Sivvy Brenhallow, who your sultana knows as the Knight of Red. Red came to Savir years ago to escort a group of archaeologists from Ordane University. She will know exactly what I'm talking about. Can you at least relay that to her in our stead?"

"Hm." Archmage Donnu rubbed his chin, appraising her with squinted eyes. "I regret to inform you, the name of your friend is unknown to me. As for your plea to stay… Very well. You don't strike me as a scheming sort, but that doesn't mean we trust you yet. You're welcome to stay in the city. Do not take advantage of our hospitality. We have eyes everywhere. Vizier Duran, the sultana awaits." The elven magister disappeared behind the wall, and the iron gates groaned open.

"I'll convince my cousin to grant you an audience. Until then, I beg of you… don't make any trouble in the city," Duran pleaded desperately.

Kanae watched as their small-fry traveling companion entered with a company of heavily-armed guards. Archmage Donnu waited on the other side. The elf offered her a bow before they marched for the palace and the gates closed shut.

"What's our next move?" Alicia asked. "The plan was to tell Sultana Dudula everything ourselves. Seems that's up to the vizier now."

"We still have several threads to follow up on. The Dryoak Consortium you discovered, who are outbidding Sultana Dudula's attempts to buy out Saviran mercenaries. Renya is somewhere in the city being pursued by the Dervish Five. Back in The Diamond, I met an old acquaintance, whose guild was involved with the Knight of Red before they vanished. There's a lot to do, but I really don't feel like splitting the party again…" Kanae groaned at the thought of them going their separate ways like before.

"How about a place to stay first? I'm pooped!" Edina exclaimed.

They were about to climb back into the carriages until a couple of guards rushed out of the palace.

"Wait, wait! Archmage Donnu strongly urges that you not use necromancy in Bravost. It might not look good if he and the vizier try to set up a meeting between you and Sultana Dudula," the guard explained.

Edina threw her head back in exasperation and moaned. Out of mana, her undead beasts shuddered and collapsed into a mounds of inert bones. Left with nothing to pull the carriages, Kanae and her party abandoned the vehicles in front of the gate.

"Excuse me! You can't leave your vehicles parked by the palace!" he shouted.

"Not our problem anymore!" Edina cackled.

They wandered back to the block preceding the palace, populated mostly by the wealthy and elite class of Bravost. A little too wealthy for Kanae's liking. The air of self-importance could only be rivaled by Ortesians. Petyr fit in just fine with her nose turned to the sky and possessing an aura of arrogance, but even she found them insufferable. It also didn't help that Edina's sticky fingers were acting up.

A kind guard showed them the way to Ordane's Rise, a block that was home to Ordane University and the city's Museum of History and Relics. It wasn't like any university campus Kanae had gone to back on Earth or Knights' Academy in Radevic. Instead of young, bright-eyed students, Ordane's Rise swarmed with scholars and professors of elderly age, many of whom debated in cafes and parks for fun.

The university itself was a series of three tall spires interconnected by winding walkways and levitating platforms. Floating terraces rotate slowly around them like celestial bodies. Unfortunately, it was inaccessible to Kanae and her companions, since they were not members of the school.

"Seif and Panner should be here soon. They left around the same time we did but took a different route. Let's find a tavern in the meantime," Kanae suggested.

They settled on a tavern on the outskirts of Ordane's Rise. The modest, two-story building welcomed travelers not native to Savir. As a result, those staying here had the familiar manner of speech and accent from as far as Artaggon. A rarely-seen hobgoblin, for instance, drank with goblins and a herzulith man at one corner of the taproom.

While Kanae's companions retreated upstairs after acquiring a room, she opted to stay downstairs and mingle with the locals to gather information. Two older goblin men were knocking back beers, looking like they could use the company of a woman.

"It's not often you find goblins in Savir," Kanae said, taking a seat between them.

"Well, hello, hot stuff. Hehe… You ain't a common sight either!" One of them drunkenly scooted closer and rubbed her inner thigh.

"Damn deserts are a little too hot for us, but there's no shortage of work. Apparently, when you're digging into places, having someone with a small body to get into nooks and crannies helps a lot! Though… I'd like to assure you, I ain't small down there, if you catch my drift." The other drew closer from her opposite side and winked.

Kanae bought the duo another round of beer to keep them talking. They spent most of the evening complaining about work, all the while groping her in front of other patrons to make a show of it. She learned their names as Racket and Finch. They were old enough to be missing some teeth and all of their hair, but still had enough vigor to work hard labor.

"How long have you two been working in Ordane anyway?" Kanae asked them.

"Humm… Gotta be fifteen years now, eh? Maybe it's about time I settle down and put a baby in someone," Racket said, rubbing his chin.

Fifteen years? Then they must have been around when Sivvy came through.

"Wow! That is a long time. You must have encountered a lot underground then. I hear… some mining settlements are keeping quiet about what they're digging up. Is that true? I wonder what's being dug up?" Kanae continued playing along.

"See, lady. That there's where the secret starts. It's capiche from here on out." Finch put a finger up to his lips.

"Awww. But I really want to know. I'm an adventurer, so looking for this stuff is fun~" She pressed her breasts to the goblin's face and reached into his pants to grab his cock.

"Hey, hey, hey! What about me? I'm in on it, too! But, uh… we can't tell you about it here. How about somewhere more private?" Racket suggested salaciously.

Kanae followed the goblins up to their room, where they double-teamed her like their lives depended on it. Finch facefucked her while Racket pounded her from behind. They might be old, but the two certainly went at it with youthful energy. She bucked her hips against the thrusts and sucked with great enthusiasm, but careful not to drain them to death.

"Ouughh! A succubus really is the best lay! This bitch is sucking up my soul!" Finch exclaimed, holding her horns as leverage as he pumped into her throat.

"Wait until you fuck her pussy! Tighter than a female goblin!" Racket hugged her from behind as he blew his load.

"Will you tell me now, or do you want to keep going?" Kanae asked coquettishly.

Both of them exchanged glances and grinned.

"Must be the old age getting to me. How about we go for a few more rounds to jog my memory?" Racket asked.

They swapped positions. Kanae was lying on her back, and now Finch was the one pistoning into her. His unkempt nails bit into her thighs. Meanwhile, Racket sat on her abdomen as she squeezed his green cock between her breasts. Goblin spunk splattered all over Kanae's face. She licked up any that landed on her lips.

"Alright, toots." Finch seemed satisfied enough to talk now but made her suck him off while he explained. "The old sacks at the university have us and a couple of other goblins working for them personally. Usually, they blow a hole underground somewhere, and send us in to go check it out. You should see the shit we've found over the years. Gigantic temples. Huge underground tunnels. Sometimes they lead to weird metal places. We've been calling them the Under Roads."

Racket continued after his companion, "Scary place down there though. Gives me the creeps, and I ain't scared of nothing. Thankfully, we don't need to explore. Just confirm there's a temple, road, or metal cities, and that's it. They blow those places up into smithereens, as far as I know or care."

"Whatever happened to the archaeology guild that used to be with the university? I thought it— ooumphh!" Kanae couldn't finish the rest of her sentence after both of them shoved their dicks into her mouth.

Although the goblins were quick to climax, they had endless stamina when it came to sex. Kanae sucked them both off. But as they neared orgasm, Racket and Finch pulled out to jizz on her body. Almost as if to mark her in their scent.

"Yeah, I remember 'em!" Racket recalled. "Ordane disbanded them. Beats us why. Those guys are still around though."

"Eh, not all. Some got nabbed in Elusis, remember? The rest that came back ain't working under any official capacity. It's all hush-hush," Finch added.

There!

"Give me the name of someone from the guild I can meet." Kanae sat up and charmed them.

"Arch… mage… Donnu," they answered stiffly at the same time.

Kanae gasped. That same mage they met in front of Sultana Dudula's palace? Which meant Donnu knew about the Knight of Red and played it off as if he didn't.

Why? What did he have to gain for hiding that information?

"Sorry, I got a little carried away." Kanae released the charm on them.

"Don't apologize, sexy. I kinda liked it!" Racket licked his teeth.

"Thanks for the fun, but I think I better get going. See you two around~" She got up only for the door to swing open and a dozen other goblins poured into the room.

They froze as soon as they saw Kanae, who was still butt naked and covered in spunk. All of them popped an erection at the same time.

"Perfect timing, you guys! This succubus right here's a real ho. Sure we can't tempt you to stay a little longer, toots?" Finch asked.

"I guess I have time." Kanae chewed on her lower lip.


Chapter 20

When morning came, Kanae awoke in bed under a pile of and surrounded by geriatric goblin men. One of them was already awake and going at it between her legs, swinging his hips with wild abandon. Early sunlight flooded in from an open window. She cursed under her breath for losing track of time. The others must be worried.

"I think you've had enough." Kanae lifted the goblin off with her tail and set him aside.

Two goblins rolled off as she sat upright. A quick cast of Prestidigitation cleaned off all the jizz stains matted on her hair and body. Kanae stretched her arms, feeling sufficiently satisfied by last night's feast. Goblins, for all their sleaziness, did make for good snacks.

"If ya ever need a way into the University, you know where to find us, toots!" An awake goblin slapped Kanae on the ass and winked.

"Thanks, but I have my own way in." Kanae left as soon as she got dressed, only to run into Edina and Petyr right outside the door.

"Goblins. I knew you fucked languis, but somehow you find new ways to go even lower." Petyr grimaced.

"Hey, guys! I was just coming back… How did you find me?" she asked nervously.

Edina performed a little chitter, and a tiny undead rat crawled up Kanae's back and onto her shoulder. The tiny critter cocked its skull to one side until the necromancer opened a portal for it to jump into.

"Name a city you didn't immediately look for a fresh fuck in. Zero. I put the little guy on you so we didn't get lost. I also put one on Claudia," Edina explained.

"Look, everyone! The succubus brought more babes for an orgy!" a goblin exclaimed from behind her.

As they were climbing out of bed, Kanae slammed the door on the goblins for their own safety. The disgusted high elf was a hair strand away from clobbering the crap out of them.

Before Petyr followed through on any sort of violence, the three of them left the tavern and ventured into the campus block of Ordane University. According to Edina and Petyr, the sisters were doing a quick check of the neighborhood around their inn for clues on the Dryoak Consortium. They planned to meet up later whether or not they found something.

Kanae suggested that they investigate the Museum of History and Relics in the meantime. To avoid drawing attention, she, Edina, and Petyr threw cloaks around their shoulders that shrouded most of their bodies. Not only did it protect them from the blistering sun, but they also blended into the crowds.

Ordane's Rise felt a lot like Highgreen's Moonlit Avenue, except it was significantly larger here and the people were older in age. History and knowledge flowed like an open textbook. A philosopher preached from one corner of the block, and a professor passed out flyers about his dissertation on another.

"Excuse me!" A centaur lady galloped up to them and just barely caught her glasses from falling off. "I'm recruiting people for my senior thesis. It's about inherent classism between individuals who are crowned and those who aren't. You three look like adventurers! If you're crowned, could you spare a moment of your time?"

"Uh… We're kind of busy," Kanae said, trying to escape her.

The trio turned the other way and ran into an elderly human flagging them down.

"You there, high elf! I'm gathering high elven participants for a study. It's to find out whether or not their excessive pride and arrogance is a product of upbringing or baked into their very biology. Hells, perhaps the entire race is cursed by some ancient evil!" the man exclaimed.

"Ahahaha! Hey, Petyr. Why don't you go with this guy? Maybe he can find out why your people are such cunts!" Edina doubled over in laughter.

"I'll show you evil." Petyr reached out to strangle the guy until Kanae held her back.

"Run away before she kills you!" Kanae charmed him into escaping.

Since the man was old, he didn't really run away so much as hobble off slowly with a cane in hand. They eventually reached the Museum of History and Relics, but not without being stopped every which way. For an important cultural center, the museum wasn't as tall or enormous as the buildings around it. The large domed rooftop, a staple of Saviran architecture, was red rather than the common blue everywhere else.

A signpost had been tacked next to the entrance, warning thieves to stay away and that the penalty for thievery was a severe lashing. Kanae shot Edina a look, and the squirreling threw her hands up before stuffing them into pockets.

The museum was open to the public, so Kanae and her companions entered without issue. A few curious scholars did give them the side-eye on the way in. Right through the entrance, the three stared up in awe at the skeleton of a gargantuan sandworm suspended from the rafters. Countless exhibits displayed broken pieces of architecture from an era long past, primitive tools made of wood and stone sat behind glass cases, extinct dire beasts bones positioned in a remade setting from an expert's rendition of their period, and more. A stand or placard accompanied most of them, explaining their history and importance.

Kanae stopped in front of a taxidermied dreadmourn. It must not have reached Savir yet that the languis' demonic ancestor has returned.

"Look at that." A scholar directed a fellow colleague at a glass display containing a thick skeletal hand. "They say this is the only known bone belonging to the dwarven race."

"Fascinating. It says here that they were only a head taller than goblins. A people of stout stature, but as strong as a hobgoblin. What a sight they must have been!" his fellow exclaimed.

A finger on the hand twitched.

"Good gods! It just moved!"

"What? You're seeing things. Senility must be getting to you."

The hand hopped up and stood on its fingers, taking them both by surprise. They gasped hard and stared in disbelief. As the two drew closer, the appendage threw itself against the glass and startled them into fleeing.

"You're going to get yourself thrown out of the city…" Kanae sighed.

"What? Don't tell me you didn't think that was funny!" Edina laughed.

Petyr had gone missing. They found her inspecting an architectural display of what must have been an old fortification wall made of sandstone. The stonework boasted faded but beautiful and intricate patterns. It was pocked with little holes, including a large crater that had to have come from a cannonball.

"It is believed that after the dwarves, Savir was once the largest empire ever known to this world on the surface. A single dynasty ruled for nearly 5,000 years, but the family's death led to a power struggle between regional leaders to seize control of the empire. Now most of its glory is buried under a hundred feet of sand, and the remaining powers have been split into three. How the mighty can fall," Petyr said about the piece of rubble.

"I didn't take you for a history buff," Kanae teased.

"Not that I care about another country's history, but there is always something to learn from them. For example, a single imperial family cannot rule a vast empire. The leaders in each province or state are the true rulers. Another lesson— to prevent any possibility of a military coup, soldiers must be regularly rotated to different officers. This prevents any would-be upstart generals from cultivating loyalists over time."

"Wow, alright. You know your stuff. Here I am, putting the entire Commonwealth's army under the leadership of my childhood friend, Manabe. He's just an orc with no military training or discipline," she explained.

"It is a wonder how Ortesia lost to you…" the paladin grumbled.

They had enough sight-seeing and went to hail a museum staff member. When Kanae name-dropped Seif and Panner, the man instantly recognized both names and asked them to wait here.

Not a few minutes later, a kobold and human man came out to meet them. Seif, the kobold, and Panner, the human, were dressed in scholarly Saviran robes. Kanae had already reacquainted with the kobold back at The Diamond. Panner's complexion looked a lot darker than she last remembered, likely due to having returned under the blazing sun of Savir.

"Kanae!" Panner clasped her hand and smiled. "You're no longer in-training, but the true Knight of Amethyst now, aren't you? Thank you again for all the help in Faebog. I missed you in The Diamond, but when Seif told me you were in Savir, I couldn't believe it. I thought our next reunion would be in Radevic again."

Kanae retracted her hand and folded her arms. "Unlike you two, I didn't come to another country to have sex with dryads. Also, Seif— You neglected to tell me that the archaeology guild didn't disappear entirely. Some are still around. One of them is Sultana Dudula's right hand man, Archmage Donnu."

Their eyes snapped open, and each of them slapped a hand over Kanae's mouth immediately. In retaliation, Petyr grabbed their wrists and lifted them high off their feet.

"Ow, ow, ow! Hrmm… Maybe my next dissertation should be on the effects of arousal in men around the presence of taller women," Panner said.

The corner of Petyr's right eye twitched. She chucked Panner to the ceiling. His hands found purchase on the skeletal sandworm, clinging to the rib for dear life.

"You want to make a smart comment, too, lizard?" Petyr snarled.

"I-I'm into lamias…" Seif replied with his tail tucked between his legs.

"Edina, can you bring Panner down? Petyr, let the kobold go," Kanae ordered.

Once the two scholars were on their feet again, they led Kanae and her companions into a spacious office to speak more privately. The room only had one other exit in which the door was left ajar, leading somewhere like a storage warehouse. Numerous artifacts in the office were in the middle of being cataloged. Research papers were strewn all over the floor. There was chaos to their organization. Even the most intelligent people could be slobs, it seemed.

"Those goblins were supposed to keep that a secret! This is the last time we employ cheap labor," Panner groaned.

"Well, now's your chance to tell us the truth before I force it out of you," Kanae said, eyes flashing with magical energy.

"I'm sorry, Kanae!" Seif apologized deeply. "I didn't tell you because it was for your own safety. Those missing guild members who managed to return? They work under Archmage Donnu as part of his inner circle. We only occasionally receive instructions from them, be it to study an unearthed artifact or determine what underground temple a mining town has chanced upon."

"You guys know dwarven and cult ruins are being dug up, and Sultana Dudula's ordering them to be collapsed, right?" Edina asked.

"What?!" Seif and Panner exploded in utter surprise.

Kanae put a hand to her face and sighed. They might have accidentally spilled a secret that Sultana Dudula was carefully trying to keep on the down low.

"Think of all that history, lost underground!" Seif cried.

"Why? We gain literally nothing. Zilch. Absolutely nada for burying it!" Panner exclaimed.

"Panner! Just last night, one of the headmasters received a letter from the sultana. Something about a mining settlement discovering more ruins. You don't think they intend to collapse that as well?" the kobold asked.

"Hold up. If you two are thinking about going, I highly advise against it. There might be dwarven sex bots in there that will screw your brains out," Kanae warned.

They stared at her for all but half a second, then started hastily packing their bags. She slapped a hand to her face again. That was probably the wrong thing to say to these two.

Something crashed in the warehouse. A lot of things crashed from the sound of it. Ceramics shattered. Heavy boxes clattering to the ground. The scholars stopped packing and exchanged worried glances.

"Do you have someone working back there?" Kanae asked.

"No one is allowed in this office except myself and Panner," Seif explained.

The five of them rushed into the warehouse, a massive room with shelves upon shelves containing ancient treasures and artifacts. Unlike the office, many were organized neatly and arranged in an orderly fashion. Some large statues gathered dust in the corner of the chamber. What caught their attention was a toppled shelf leaning against another. Boxes and broken artifacts littered the ground, having fallen from their place.

Panner's jaw dropped, laying eyes on the destruction.

"Someone's here!" Petyr shouted and drew her warhammer.

A harpy pushed himself free from the pile, rubbing his head. He had blue plumage and black around the upper chest. Kanae thought she recognized the colors.

"Seven?" Kanae gasped.

Seven whipped around, eyes wide and mouth agape. Kanae expected a tearful reunion like when they departed, but the harpy's demeanor flashed with shame instead. He unfurled his wings and took flight, leaving through a hole in the roof with something in his arms.

"That's the thief who's been stealing from us!" Panner exclaimed angrily.

"What an amateur. If it was me, I wouldn't have gotten caught. Kid needs a lesson on nabbing stuff," Edina said.

"Kanae, do something!" Seif shook her back to her senses.

Kanae spread her wings and launched out of the ceiling, too. Seven weaved from building to building in Ordane's Rise, trying to lose her. But she was much faster. Kanae grabbed him from behind, and the two of them plummeted to the ground.

They crashed through a wooden fence and rolled to a stop on a dry, grassy knoll of a park. Seven clutched a cylindrical stone the size of a cup to his chest, groaning in pain.

"Seven! It's me, Kanae! Why are you stealing? Do Kara and Theena know about this?" Kanae asked.

"I'm stealing because I don't have any other choice! Theena's missing and Kara quit adventuring… I'm all that's left of the group," Seven said, his voice full of hurt.

"I don't know what happened to you guys while I was gone, but I'm here now. Whatever's going on, let me help like old times," she insisted and extended a hand to him.

The harpy boy backed away.

"You can't! It's my fault Theena disappeared. I'm the only one who can bring her back… Ahhh! This wouldn't have happened if the adventurer's hall didn't stop Rookies from doing quests anymore! Please, Kanae… just let me go," Seven pleaded.

"Let me guess. You're taking whatever you have in your hand with you?" Kanae eyed the item.

He nodded and held it tighter.

"Seven." Kanae charmed the boy and walked up to him. Instead of scolding him, she brought him into a tender hug. Tears ran down his cheeks. He continued to glance up at her with a pleading look to release him— and she did, much to his surprise. "We're friends, aren't we? We plundered a Necro Lord's Tomb together! I won't force you, but when you're ready to ask for help, don't forget you can always rely on me."

"In that case… Can you find Kara and tell her something for me? Tell her, I'll find Theena for sure, and that I want to adventure with them again. She's at a mining town called Ashneedle. I doubt it's making her a lot of money," Seven said.

"Sure thing." She smiled.

They embraced again, and Kanae ruffled the soft feathers on Seven's head to a mess. He almost didn't want to leave, but eventually spread his wings and flew off. The others caught up by the time Seven was long gone. Seif and Panner collapsed to their knees, panting heavily.

"What… happened… to the… thief?" Panner asked.

"I lost him. He was too fast," Kanae lied.

"What in three hells did the kid steal anyway?" Edina asked.

The scholars shrugged.

"We won't know until we've taken inventory. Some stuff are just mundane artifacts. Others, rare and enchanted items. Kanae, did you catch sight of what it was he took?" Seif asked.

"Cylindrical. Made of stone. May or may not have symbols etched on to it. I didn't get that good of a look." Kanae shook her head.

"Sounds familiar… We're really going to need to take inventory. I suppose that trip to the ruins is out of the question now." Panner sighed.

The group returned to the Museum of History and Relics to help Seif and Panner. They forbade museum staff from entering the back for fear of it getting out that something was stolen on their watch again. With the help of Edina's undead, they cleaned the mess and pushed the fallen shelf back into place.

Panner mulled through a journal, while Seif sifted through the items that were near the vicinity of the pile. Whenever Kanae offered to help, they pushed her away and told her to wait. She and her companions did just that corner of the room, bored out of their minds. Alicia had picked up an ornate baton to twirl around for fun. Claudia grabbed a couple of ancient, porcelain masks from a box and held them up to her face. In doing so, however, she fumbled and lost hold of one. It smashed into the ground, sending shards of porcelain all over.

"What was that?" Panner exclaimed from afar.

"Nothing!" Claudia used her foot to scoot the mess under a shelf and put the other masks away.

"We've finally accounted for everything," he said, coming around the corner with Seif, whose snout was buried in the journal, in tow.

"What did you find?" Kanae asked.

Seif put the book down on a table and gathered everyone around. It was opened to a page depicting the cylindrical stone object Kanae saw Seven holding. Whoever did the sketch had paid very close attention to its details. The surface of the strange thing did have symbols on it, and now that she got a closer look, they turned into a language she understood. Judging by Claudia and Alicia's shocked expressions, the sisters also recognized it.

"We still don't know much about it," Seif started curiously. "Panner thinks this is just an ornamental object, but I believe it's a key!"

"What makes you think that?" Claudia drew closer and made the kobold man nervous.

"Another one of his wild theories. They rarely turn out to be true." Panner shrugged.

"A better theory than it being just decoration! You see these grooves along the surface?" His finger traced very clear indentations along the shaft. "It is very possible this slots into a door. A heavy one," he explained.

Unfortunately, both Panner and Seif eventually had to leave. They needed to report to Ordane University about what happened at the museum, including what was stolen, as was protocol. Neither of them looked particularly thrilled, probably because the theft occurred under their watch.

Kanae and her companions came away from the museum with a revelation though. She and the other two true succubi of the group agreed those texts were related to the devil Satine. The words written were just a simple phrase repeated over and over again.

Vault key. Her chosen disciples only.

"Seif's hunch was right. That thing is a key. We had similar ones when we were living underground. Usually led to big chambers. They didn't have those symbols though," Claudia explained.

"Do you suppose the kid knows what he stole?" Alicia asked.

"I don't know." Kanae shook her head. "Whatever Seven is doing, he genuinely believes it's going to save Theena. We won't know more until we find Kara. She's another one of his adventuring companions. Before leaving, he told me Kara was in Ashneedle. I think we'll get more answers from her."

Renya was going to have to wait. She was resourceful enough to survive on her own. Bravost was also too vast of a city to search for a single person.

For the time being, they visited the closest marketplace to stock up on supplies. The journey from The Diamond to Bravost had exhausted their rations. They only had their waterskins on them, and even those needed refilling.

The bazaar in Ordane's Rise sold all sorts of trinkets and oddities, some of which came from the university itself. Merchants, who chanced on what they thought were incredibly exotic and rare artifacts, came in droves hoping to make some hefty pocket change. Kanae's party got caught up in browsing merchandise rather than preparing for a trek across the desert again. Before long, the unnatural ebb and flow of the crowds led everyone in different directions.

"Hey, lady! You look like you have an eye for precious jewels. This emerald necklace would suit you nicely!" A dark elven vendor waved Kanae over to his stall displaying unfaceted gemstones. Some jewels were still embedded in the stones. He himself held a silver chain with a green crystal on it. "Whaddya think? You're in Bravost, so it only makes sense you pick yourself up a nice souvenir straight from the Emerald Jewel itself!"

"Arenade is probably expecting me to bring home souvenirs. How much is it?" Kanae leaned in and asked.

"Normally, 5,000 for a piece of such size! But for you? 1,000. You're getting a good deal, I'll tell ya. It's going to look great on you or anyone you gift it to." He winked.

"That's a fake," Petyr said on her way up to the stall.

"Fake? Nonsense! I picked these up from a dirt pile next to a mining town. The foremen needs their eyes checked, because I spotted the goodies from a kilometer away!" the vendor exclaimed defensively.

Petyr snatched the necklace.

"G-Give that back, thief!" he snapped.

"I didn't realize you can scratch the green off of an emerald." Petyr scraped her thumbnail across the 'jewel' and revealed a cloudy white surface under. Quartz, dyed green.

"Guh… How in the hells did that get mixed in with my merchandise? It must have been a mistake! Please, leave. I shall have to inspect each and every one of my jewels to check their authenticity!" The elf drew a curtain around his stall to hide.

"Don't forget your bootlegged piece of rock." She flicked it flying past the curtain, and the man inside yelped loudly from getting struck.

"How did you know it was fake? I couldn't even tell," Kanae said.

Petyr sneered. "When you've draped yourself in the finest jewels, it becomes second nature to know what's real and what isn't. I wouldn't expect rabble like you to realize."

Kanae regretted asking and rolled her eyes.


Chapter 21

They purchased a few days' worth of food and water, hired a guide, and set off from Bravost. Ashneedle was due northeast, situated at the bottom of a gorge. It would have taken the entire afternoon if it weren't for Edina's restless undead beasts cutting the journey by half.

No one wanted to play cards to pass time. Edina was going to win anyway. Disappointed, the necromancer left the cabin to sit outside on the back steps. She brought with her a black book that didn't look like the for pleasure-reading kind. It also emitted an odd aura of magic that piqued Kanae's curiosity.

"Since when did you start reading?" Kanae asked, joining her friend on the step and watching the scenery pass by them.

"Hey, I read pretty good! Picked this up from a dude selling ancient tomes. He sold me this, saying it's got the deets on some powerful necromantic equipment. I'm starting to think it was a scam though. All I see are a bunch of cooking recipes!" Edina exclaimed and was about to chuck the tome.

"Wait, I think there's a spell on it! Let me see." She grabbed the strange grimoire, fetched her wand, and casted Dispel.

The magic from a ward enchantment vanished. Its cover and bindings stayed the same, but the pages didn't. Recipes that Edina had been looking at transformed into blocks upon blocks of paragraphs. Other pages contained clear illustrations of things.

With its secrets revealed to them, they were even able to find the Pillar of the Damned and Scythe of Soul Reaping written about in it. But those two, Edina already possessed.

"Oooh! Now we're talking! Buuuut it doesn't give the locations. At least there's a ton of info on necromantic equipment in it." Edina rubbed her paws like an evil villain.

Worried, Kanae leaned in to see. Some were mundane enchanted items, like a Bone Ring that granted a lesser undead as a permanent minion without consuming mana, or a Moth Torch which slightly raised the effectiveness of necromantic spells.

"We've arrived!" their centaur guide exclaimed from the front. "Something seems a little off though…"

The gorge was a deep trench in the earth. Winding canyons had cliffs jutting out like swords crossing blades with one another. Some were so close, one might be tempted to jump from cliff to cliff. Down below, a large town rested next to a thin creek that eventually disappeared into a cavern. Small trees with thick trunks sparsely dotted the surface.

They were about to descend along a slope when several wagons blocked the way down. Beastmen and elven men, armed to the teeth, yelled for them to stop.

"Not one step further! If you have any weapons, toss them to the ground and step out with your hands in the air!" one shouted.

Kanae and Edina poked their heads out the side to get a glimpse of them.

"They don't look like guards," Edina said.

"My guess is mercenaries." Kanae hopped off the wagon to confront them. "Are you hired by Sultana Dudula?"

A couple of them laughed and nudged each other.

"Yeah. The sultana's paying us to keep this place peaceful," an elf said in the most unconvincing manner possible.

"Listen, we don't want any trouble. You move aside, or you can take your pick of what messes you up: an Ortesian with a short temper, a succubus that gets off to inflicting pain, or a necromancer in need of fresh bodies," Kanae explained.

"Oh? Big scary necromancer is gonna sic these dead dire beasts on us?" he asked, drawing another round of laughter.

"We got a joker, don't we?" Edina revealed herself, only to make them laugh even louder and poke fun at her short stature.

It wasn't until the necromancer summoned a death knight that they choked on their own spit. The hulking undead towered over them and wielded a bone-crushing mace. Their jaws dropped. They fell to their knees to beg for forgiveness. Some even tried to flee. However, the death knight barreled through the barricade, knocking the wagons aside and sending one plummeting off the cliff.

The trampled highwaymen groaned in pain and lured Claudia out of the carriage.

"What do I smell? Some agony in need of seasoning!" Claudia brandished her paddle.

"Hold on. I need to question them before you beat them senseless," Kanae said, picking up an injured harpy man and charming him. "You're not really working for Sultana Dudula, are you? What are you doing here?"

"Working for… the Unbreakable Dervish. Told to keep watch… scare away anyone who gets too close…" he groaned.

"A Dervish? Like that tornado bitch!" the former Mistress of Pain exclaimed.

Kanae shoved the thug aside, and they jumped back into the carriage to race down to Ashneedle. The town was much wealthier than Watering Hole. Buildings were buttressed up against the side of the cliff. Enormous white ribbons stretched from rooftops to rooftops, offering shade and a cooler surface to citizens below.

Many were going about their day with heads down, their expressions unreadable behind the cowls that protected them from the sun. Large wagons with full cargo sat idle when they should be on their way to Bravost. When Kanae's carriage rolled to a stop at the threshold of the city, citizens retreated and unsavory thugs emerged to greet them.

"They sent a welcome party." Alicia drew her knives and casually coated them in a toxin.

"I'm offering you a chance to leave now. Otherwise, I can't guarantee your safety." It was as if the earth itself rumbled with a response. A beefy centaur man parted the crowd with his very presence. Red and white war paint covered most of his body, including the brilliant black coat of fur of his equestrian half. He wielded a long, double-sided glaive. His full beard reached down his chest, braided and woven with intricate wooden beads.

"You're the Unbreakable Dervish, aren't you? We met Sofisa a while back," Kanae said.

"Are you perhaps the succubus she warned us about? You may have defeated her, but I am not so easily beaten. Yes, I am Grahib of the Dervish Five. I'm going to ask you again to leave. There won't be a third," he explained.

Before anyone else uttered another word, Alicia flung a knife in Grahib's direction. The blade embedded itself into his skin— or so they had thought. A rigid and almost rocky surface covered the area of impact. He laughed, wrenched the knife out, and tossed it to the ground. A layer of stone spread across the rest of his body like armor until he looked completely made of rock. Alicia clicked her tongue and a bolt of lightning returned the dagger to her hand.

"Hahaha! Now, you can't hurt me at all!" Grahib bellowed.

"Is that so?" Claudia taunted. "Maybe we should put that to the test. I am more durable than you. No amount of pain anyone inflicts on me will keep me down for long. I bet you'll fold like a wet piece of paper from someone just sneezing on you! How about it?" She threw an arm around Petyr's shoulders. "We each take a hit from this cunt's Smite."

"Don't touch me." Petyr shrugged her off.

"This isn't a competition! Here they come!" Kanae shouted.

Nearly forty bandits jumped them all at once. They leaped from the rooftops, jumped out from under covered wagons, and rushed in from behind. Kanae, Claudia, and Alicia placed each and every one of them under their control. They turned them against Grahib, whose shock lasted for only a brief moment.

Swords and pikes landed harmlessly on the centaur. The shoddier weapons broke on impact. Kanae struck the ground with Lust and switched on Sadist. She cracked her whip on him, and the tail end phased through his earthen armor. Since her strikes in Sadist were naturally infused with Turn Horny, the attacks left him reeling in pain and pleasure.

"Are you trying to turn me on? Pathetic. Fight me seriously!" Grahib growled, stampeding through and knocking away his charmed fellows.

Kanae flew out of reach, and he ran past. At least, she thought so. The centaur kicked his rear legs, shooting up a volley of stones. She ducked behind a building, just barely dodging them.

"Claudia!" Alicia signaled to her sister.

They circled Grahib, entangling him in steel wires which embedded into the ground to hold him in place.

"Let's see if you take a spanking!" Claudia darted behind him and landed a devastating ass-clap of a blow to his rear.

The ground fissured from the hit. A rippling shockwave knocked everyone off their feet. Kanae included, who plummeted to the ground. However, Grahib was still standing. He kicked Claudia with his back legs, and she skidded back into Alicia.

"Shit. It's like getting hit by a mountain." Claudia cursed under her breath.

Kanae switched off Sadist and retreated back to them, "We're going to have to get creative. Like Sofisa, it's like he has power over elemental magic. In his case, it's earth. We need to whittle him down somehow."

"Allow me!" Petyr infused her warhammer with Smite and caved Grahib's rocky chestplate in.

The centaur heaved as the blow knocked him back a few steps. Pieces of stone chipped off, revealing the muscular chest underneath, but it was quickly regenerating a new layer.

"Petyr, bear down on him! Alicia, wait for an opening!" Kanae instructed.

"You're not going to beat me that easily." Grahib dashed away to put space between them, then erected a barrier of earth around himself.

They thought the centaur was going to escape until the barrier blasted outwards, showering everyone with sharpened stone. His broken chest armor had fully repaired itself.

"Tch. Kneel, mongrel!" Petyr ordered with a Command skill, causing not just Grahib, but the rest of Amethyst Hall to drop to their knees. Kanae and Alicia were the only ones unaffected due to Steel Mind.

"Hey! Whaddya think you're doing? We can't move!" Edina complained.

"I'll make this quick." The paladin hoisted the hammer above her head. A pillar of stone from the ground pushed her into the sky, but not before clipping Grahib's chest. Stone crumbled off him like a landslide.

Everyone regained control of their bodies.

"Hailstorm!" Kanae casted a sleet of ice beneath Grahib, and his stone hooves gave out from under him.

"Gotcha!" Edina flew on top of the centaur. Her hands, glowing with necrotic energies, landed on his bare chest.

Grahib howled in pain. His skin festered. He backhanded the squirreling away and erected another dome over himself.

"I'll break it open." Claudia brandished her paddle to give it a spanking, but Kanae yanked her back.

"I wouldn't if I were you." Kanae pointed to the sky, where Petyr descended like a meteor.

An explosion rocked the entire gorge when the warhammer made contact with the dome. As the dust cleared, Grahib was without his earthen armor. Petyr stood over him with a foot over his head. A dagger whizzed past Kanae and Claudia's heads, biting into the centaur's shoulder and rendering him immobilized.

"Fast-acting paralytic toxin. That should keep him still for a while. Unfortunately, he can't talk in this state." Alicia clapped her hands for a job well done.

Townsfolk came out of their homes one by one. They cheered as soon as they saw the Unbreakable Dervish defeated on the ground.

"These Dervishes are a lot more trouble than I expected. Fighting more than one alone might even prove difficult for me." Petyr spat on the ground.

"Wow. So, you admit you can get beat?" Kanae teased.

"I said difficult, not impossible." She scoffed.

They rounded up the mercenaries and Grahib to be questioned later. There must be a good reason for them being here, and Kanae wanted to find out.

"Kanae… is that you?" a timid voice asked from behind.

Kanae whipped around to find a feline beastman woman. Her orange hair was stained and matted with dirt. The once hopeful eyes of an adventurer were replaced by that of disillusionment. Instead of weapons, she held a pickaxe close to her chest.

"Kara! I've been looking all over for you. How have you been?" Kanae smiled.

The girl choked up. Without a word, Kara rushed into Kanae's arms. She stroked the back of Kara's head as though comforting her own daughters.

While the others guarded Grahib and his mercenaries, Kanae followed Kara to her home to catch up. The 'house' in question was actually a dormitory for Ashneedle miners. Many were returning back to work now that the danger had passed, and the foreman permitted Kanae and Kara some time as thanks for liberating the town.

The former adventurer's room was small and dull. It contained a bed, a small closet for her clothes, and an equipment rack where her pickaxe hung beside a sword and buckler. Kara entered her own room anxiously. Her shoulders slackened on the way in. This was clearly not where she wanted to be.

"Welcome to my place. It… isn't very homey." Kara frowned.

"I don't know. It's kind of nice. Reminds me of when I first started adventuring. My party and I lived in pretty crappy accommodations," Kanae explained.

"Where did you start?"

"Little town called Orturic," she recalled fondly. "It had a vast forest with a pretty big level range of monsters. The squirreling necromancer outside is one of two companions I partied up with. We were terrible at adventuring. Imagine this: a necromancer who couldn't raise undead to fight and a self-centered priest who spent our hard-earned gold on luxuries for herself."

Kara giggled.

The two exchanged stories for a little while. Slowly, Kara started looking better. Her face lit. She was still her shy self, so Kanae ended up doing most of the talking.

"Oh, I almost forgot! Your sister wanted me to give you this." Kanae untied the rapier from her waist. It wasn't until she partially drew the blade from its sheath that Kara recognized the weapon.

"Camilla!" Kara gasped. Her hands reached out intending to take it, but she snapped back and shied away. She grabbed the side of her arm instead, eyes cast down to the ground. "I can't take it. I'm not an adventurer anymore. It's better in my sister's hands. All I'm suited to wielding is a pickaxe now…"

Someone rapped their knuckles against the room door.

"Knight-Commander, the paralytic toxin has worn off from Grahib. We're ready to interrogate him if you are," Alicia announced from the other side before walking away.

Kanae rose to her feet and said, "I ran into Seven in Bravost. He wanted me to tell you: he's going to find Theena and wants to adventure with you two again. But, Kara. Seven turned to thievery."

The girl looked up full of shame.

"He stole what turned out to be a key that opens a succubus' vault. I don't suppose you know why he wanted something like that?" Kanae asked.

Kara shook her head. "I'm sorry, I don't know. Did he say anything about… Theena?"

"A bust then, huh? And not much. Just that he plans to save her. I know you feel the same way, Kara. That's why…" She placed the rapier beside the equipment rack next to Kara's old gear. "I'm leaving this in your care. Camilla wanted you to have it. Whether or not you plan to use it is up to you."

Kara's eyes continued to linger on the sword as Kanae left the room. Alicia was waiting for her outside the dormitory. Together, they headed to the town's center where Grahib was being held captive.

The company of mercenaries was still under Kanae and her succubi companions' control, but they tied them up all the same just in case. Grahib, also known as the Unbreakable Dervish, laid on the ground glowering. His fore and hind legs had been bound with rope, including his arms. Two of Edina's death knights stood guard, their very presence scaring the townsfolk into keeping a distance.

"Claudia and I can't place him under our charm. Either he drank an anti-succubus magic potion, which I think is unlikely, or he's higher level than us," Alicia explained.

"What do you want to do, Kanae? Draw straws to see who gets to drain him for his experience?" Claudia asked.

"It's been a while since I've leveled. What do you think, Grahib? Which one of us do you want to get fucked by?" Kanae kneeled down next to his head.

"I'd rather none of you. When my mana inevitably recovers, I'll crush all of you under a mountain of stone!" Grahib shouted angrily.

"That would be a problem, wouldn't it? Turn Horny!" She fired the signature succubus spell and made his dick to grow erect, then engulfed it with her tail pussy.

Alicia and Claudia swallowed hard, their succubus hunger showing as Kanae proceeded to drain the centaur. She shuddered. His hung, horse-shaped cock felt nice inside her.

"N-No, stop! Ahhh! I… Ooh, it kind of feels good… different, but good!" Grahib cried in ecstasy and spilled a fat load of centaur seed into her pussy.

[Congratulations! You are now level 281!

Skill Drain has temporarily acquired the skill Earthen Armor.

Earthen Armor: A suit of stone covers your body and vastly raises your resistance against physical attacks. This resistance slowly wears away when taking repeated hits.]

[You have gained a new skill!

Identify Kink: Focus on your target and learn exactly what gets them off.]

"Uh… What?" Kanae blinked incredulously.

"What happened? You good?" Claudia leaned into her field of vision.

A stream of information, like forgotten memories resurfacing, flooded Kanae's mind as she looked upon Claudia. Words flitted across her vision, similar to the ones from a second ago, above the succubus' head.

[Claudia's kink: BDSM, spanking, verbal lashing, bondage, abandonment.]

"I already know most of these though!" Kanae glanced the other way and laid eyes on Edina, who cocked her head in confusion.

[Edina's kink: CBT, necroph—]

"Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope." Kanae squeezed her eyes shut and tried to unfocus.

"Kanae, snap out of it." Alicia shook her back to her senses.

When Kanae opened her eyes, everyone's kinks stopped appearing. Nothing appeared over Alicia's head. But curiosity got the better of her.

[Alicia's kink: Knife play, bondage, vanilla, cuddling.]

Somehow, the most unreadable one of this group had some of the tamest kinks. The words vanished, and Kanae slowly gained control of focusing on people's kink so they didn't appear all over the place.

"Whew. Sorry. I just gained a new skill called Identify Kink. It was about to drive me crazy, but I'm fine now," Kanae assured everyone.

"You better not have looked at me," Petyr growled.

"I don't need to use that skill to know what you're into…" She rolled her eyes.

"Identify Kink?" Alicia exchanged glances with Claudia and shrugged. "We don't have that. It must be a Seductress-specific skill then."

"You know, that would explain why Hilde always knew how to get us going," Claudia added thoughtfully.

Now that Kanae had this new skill, she decided to put it to use and focused on Grahib. The centaur recoiled and braced himself for violence.

[Grahib's kink: Missionary, small beastman women, size difference, cock worship.]

"Hmm…" Kanae rubbed her chin.

"W-What?" Grahib stammered.

"Listen, maybe we got off on the wrong hoof. You tell us what you're doing here, and I'll have my squirreling friend give you a nice time. What do you say to that?" she suggested.

Grahib followed Kanae's gaze to Edina, who was sitting atop her death knight with her nose buried in the grimoire of necromantic equipment. She noticed his dick twitch a little. He swallowed hard and shook his head.

"Whatever you're trying to tempt me with, it won't work! Besides, I like women my own size," Grahib huffed.

"We both know that's not true." Kanae leaned down and lowered her voice to a whisper. "My friend has a very tight pussy. She loves big cocks because it makes her feel small and helpless. I've seen her take a minotaur before, and boy did that beast get milked dry."

"A secret weapon! We're looking for a secret weapon hidden in the Under Roads! But we haven't had any luck. The tunnels down there are much more vast than anyone gave them credit for, and many of the paths have collapsed. The Under Roads underneath Ashneedle turned out to be a bust," he explained.

Claudia threw her head back in laughter. "A secret weapon? Hah! It's like the sex automaton in Ha'Vavish all over again. But I wouldn't put it past the dwarves and cult to hide something down there."

It sounded like the Harpy King wasn't satisfied with his archaeological discovery. Now he was sending the Dervish Five to scour for more. But that wasn't the only thing they were after…

"What about Renya? Sofisa made it clear that the Dervish Five wanted her. Why?" Kanae demanded to know.

"You mean Renya Rown? This has little to do with her, and more to do with Solasta Rown. I only know that his Majesty, the Harpy King, granted a large sum of wealth to him. Whatever the particulars of their arrangement was, he intends to collect from Rown Company one way or another. Renya can't hide for long. The other Dervishes are on her trail. They will find her sooner or later, and Solasta will pay his due," Grahib said.

Kanae held her tongue in revealing that Solasta had already passed away. So, the company whose fortune rivaled a country got a big loan from the Harpy King. Renya got dragged into this mess by her father's business dealings.

But what could be so serious that they resorted to trying to kidnap her rather than just sit down and talk? Renya would know more, but she was somewhere in the city hiding from the Dervish Five to begin with.

"Hey, uhh… You going to introduce me to that squirreling or not?" Grahib asked impatiently, eagerness showing in his throbbing dick.

"Edina! Can you come here?" Kanae hollered.

"Wassup?" Edina shut her book and flew over.

"I'm not one for giving my enemies what they want, but this guy wants to have sex with you. What do you say?" She shot a pointed look at his erect member.

"Hmmmmm. The soul of a high level centaur warrior. Sure! We can fuck once I turn you into a death knight!" The necromancer's eyes flashed with deathly magical energies.

"Wait a minute, this isn't what we agreed to!" He gulped.

Before Edina could slash Grahib with the Scythe of Soul Reaping, the square erupted in a ring of fire. Scorching winds created dust devils that ignited into flaming tornadoes. Kanae and Edina dove out of the way as one came right for them.

It engulfed Grahib entirely, but the fire didn't harm him. Instead, they burned the ropes that bound him. Kanae casted Hailstorm to put out the flames, but her spell quickly steamed away and evaporated.

"We meet again, warriors! Is that a new challenger, I see?" The flames subsided just enough that Sofisa's silhouette and her large, curved blade appeared behind the curtain of fire.

"Sofisa, we aren't here to fight. Grahib, get up already. We're leaving!" an experienced, commanding male voice shouted from within.

"Don't let them get away!" Kanae yelled, but most of them couldn't so much as brave the intense heat.

"Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!" Petyr ripped off her armor, which was beginning to glow bright hot yellow.

Edina and Claudia pressed forward unfazed by the heat—a snaking flame surged out and whipped them back. The necromancer went flying, only to be caught by her death knight. Meanwhile, the former Mistress of Pain tanked strike after strike.

"The fire tickles, and the whip stings like a wimpy pinch. How am I supposed to get off to this?" Claudia caught the fiery whip with her bare hand and yanked.

An arm scorched black jerked forward into view. Magma roiled underneath the surface of their skin. They dispelled the whip and retreated back into the cover of the tornado.

"Stay out of this and return north if you know what's good for you, outsiders!" the same man warned.

"No, you don't!" Claudia bolted for them until the fiery tornado blasted outward.

Kanae shielded Alicia, and Petyr stepped in front of them to erect a barrier of holy light. The flames passed by them harmlessly. When the fires disappeared, all that was left was the charred ground. Grahib, Sofisa, and the mysterious Dervish were gone.

Townsfolk raced about putting out anything that had caught fire. Edina's death knight had protected her. Claudia… knew what she was getting into. The succubus had been burned black. When they raced up to check on her, she was lying on her back and still conscious.

"Okay, that last bit hurt a little…" Claudia coughed up smoke.

"Healing you is going to take a lot more than just a couple of Flash Heals. Petyr?" Kanae suggested.

"Fine, but I'm not happy about using Lay on Hands on her." Petyr grabbed Claudia by the throat to administer the spell.

In a bright flash of light, the paladin restored Claudia completely. No one would have thought she suffered burns all over her body.

"Wow. I feel good as new! But if you're going to put your hand on my neck, you might as well choke me~" Claudia made a kissy face.

"Then die." Petyr squeezed her airways shut.

"Haaccck?!" The succubus squawked in surprise and delight.

"Quit fooling around, you two. I know we just got here, but we have to get back to Bravost now. Renya's in grave danger!" Kanae exclaimed.

There was little to do in Ashneedle now. Kanae had kept the promise to Camilla in giving Kara her rapier. Grahib also confessed that this 'secret weapon' wasn't in the ruins found here either. As soon as they reunited with Renya, they could plot their next moves.

As the party returned to the carriages, however, they found the centaur guide lamenting over the burning debris that was supposed to be their ride back.

"I guess it's all aboard my dracolich." Edina summoned her undead dragon, causing panic to ensue in the town of Ashneedle.

They climbed on and were about to leave until Kanae noticed Kara running out from the dormitory. The buckler and rapier were equipped to her person, and she wore a scaled leather tunic rather than work clothes.

"Kanae, wait!" Kara staggered up to them out of breath. "Please… take me with you. When I saw you and your friends fighting just now… it reminded me of Seven and Theena. I… I want to adventure with them again. I never wanted to work as a miner, and I don't want to disappoint Camilla."

"That's the spirit." Kanae smiled.

Kara hopped on her toes in an attempt to get on the skeletal dragon. The poor girl wasn't tall enough. Kanae reached down and pulled her right up to the spine.

"Hold on tight though. All these gaps in the ribs means the wind passes right through. You might feel weightless from time to time," Kanae explained.

"What? Is this sa— aaaaaaaaaaaaafe?!" Kara screamed in lift-off, and the dragon soared high in the sky towards Bravost.


Chapter 22

Edina landed the undead dragon behind a canyon, out of sight from Bravost proper, to avoid causing panic in the city. Everyone was ready to hit the baths and wash off all this sweat, but some of the guards, who hadn't so much as bothered them when they first entered the city, decided to impede their way this time in the High Courts block. Four guards in total, dressed in bronze-tiled lamellar with a crimson sash around their waists and pointed leather helmets, stepped in front of Kanae and her retinue.

"Halt!" A jackal beastman brandished his khopesh at them.

"Uhm… Hello!" Kanae waved awkwardly. "We came in with Vizier Duran the other day. You're not going to turn away his honored guests, are you?"

"But you are not with him today. Your coming and going has been suspicious, despite only recently arriving. Present yourselves to the Commons. A clerk will take care of you there," he insisted.

Petyr clicked her tongue. "I don't have time for this. I'm drenched in sweat. My armor is hot from the damned sun. But my arms aren't so tired that I can't cave each of your heads in to get through."

Kanae and the others stared at the high elf aghast.

"K-Kanae, are all of your party members so scary?" Kara stammered, clinging to her arm.

"That bitch is an Ortesian! Aren't those imperial dogs cozying up to the Mutt of Avanesse?" another guard asked.

"Wait!" The beastman who had confronted them first lifted a hand, then drew closer to Kanae. "It would behoove you to keep things civil." He inconspicuously rolled his tongue out, revealing the tri-dagger tattoo of Renya Rown's crew. "If you truly are Vizier Duran's guests, you wouldn't want to cause trouble for him. Likewise, my fellow guardsmen, we wouldn't want to cause the cousin of Sultana Dudula any trouble."

"I doubt it'll take long, Petyr. Let's go to the Commons." Kanae nodded, and so did the beastman.

The guards escorted Kanae and her companions to an administrative hall. Someone leaving the building staggered back inside, keeping his head low as they entered. A massive flag bearing the symbol of an emerald jewel draped down from the ceiling. A dozen scribes behind barred windows busied themselves, their quills flying across dry parchment. The scratch and scribble of their writing was the only sound in the chamber. Hundreds of impatient people, foreign and domestic, were seated in rows of chairs.

As Kanae was led to the front, it drew the ire of some folks who must have been waiting for hours. The jackal beastman brought them to a harpy woman, who only offered them a cursory glance before tugging on a string beside her head. A bell rang in the distance, and soon a different woman, a red-headed human, obsidian of skin, and donning simple blue magisterial robes, emerged from the archway with a clipboard in hand.

"Succubus." She locked eyes with Kanae in particular. "You will represent your cohorts as I ascertain your identities and purpose of visiting Bravost. The others may remain here. Please, follow me."

Alicia grabbed Kanae's hand as she stepped forward. She rested her own hand on hers and offered a reassuring squeeze. Only then did the succubus relent and let go.

The human woman beckoned for Kanae to follow, and they entered the archway where she had come. A wide corridor of polished granite opened up to them that led into the belly of the Commons. Numerous rooms were occupied by clerks and scribes, buried nose-deep in ledgers. They likely kept close documentation on people who came in and out, and if the guards that stopped them were any indication, this was a common occurrence for people without status.

Their stroll ended in a tiny office in which bookshelves connected the floor and ceiling. The dark-skinned woman had to turn sideways to scooch behind her desk. An opaque window behind her provided the room with plenty of diffused sunlight.

Kanae prepared herself for anything to go wrong… until the woman rolled out her tongue to show another tri-dagger tattoo.

"Sheesh… Does Renya have agents all over the world or something?" Kanae sighed and slumped into a seat across the desk.

"Hehe. Unfortunately, we are few and mostly powerless in Savir. Some of us tried to reach out to you when you first arrived, but the Vizier's outburst made that difficult. My name is Adiya. I am pleased to meet the acquaintance of Lady Renya's esteemed friend." The woman bowed before taking a seat herself.

"Where exactly is Renya? There's some crazy strong people after her. Something about her old man, Solasta Rown, owing the Harpy King something."

Adiya's eyebrows only reacted to the first revelation, but furrowed at the latter. "Yes, the Dervish Five. Unfortunately, I cannot disclose my lady's whereabouts. Know that she is in a secure safehouse. The Dervishes aren't afraid to cause a commotion. Just a few days before your arrival, a beastman woman of boisterous personality and fierce control of wind magic made a mess of a bazaar in the Shaded Pits. My Lady Renya barely escaped with her life."

That definitely sounded like Sofisa, the Dancing Dervish. So far, Kanae had learned a few things about the Dervish Five: they work for the Harpy King, were seeking to bring Renya to him, and in search of a secret weapon in the Under Roads.

Whatever the Cult of Lust and Depravity and dwarven race had hidden underground must have really piqued the Harpy King's interest. Meanwhile, Sultana Dudula ordered every mining settlement to collapse any signs of those places. Their desperation had gotten Kanae curious. She could acquire this secret weapon for herself…

"Give Renya my regards, but if she needs anything, we'll be staying at an inn over at Ordane's Rise," Kanae said.

"I shall pass along your message." Adiya smiled.

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief when Kanae returned to them. Well, except for Petyr. For the time being, Kanae kept Kara close rather than letting her roam the city on her own in search of Seven. With adventurer halls across Savir refusing to service Rookie adventurers, she had nowhere to stay nor have any means to earn a living anyway.

The grateful beastman girl stuck by them for most of the day. Claudia had taken a shine to Kara, who started looking up to her like an older sister.

Their long journey back to Bravost had left everyone covered in sweat. Kanae ran a hand through her hair and shook loose a sack's worth of sand. Thankfully, the master illusionist Dreizel had a Bath House Wonderland here in Bravost, too. Talk about franchising.

They paid a premium for an illusory getaway to bathe in a cool oasis. At least here, the sand was an illusion and wouldn't get stuck in weird places. The sun beamed a gentle warmth rather than with blistering heat, and trees surrounding the pool rustled a tranquil melody.

"Hold still," Claudia said while lathering shampoo into Kara's hair and scalp. "Wouldn't wanna get soap in your eyes. That's the bad kind of pain, and boy do I know it!"

"Nnh… but it's already in my eyes…" Kara complained.

"It's too bad Petyr didn't join us. I would have liked to gaze upon that delectable body of hers." Alicia settled on imagining it instead.

"That's probably precisely why she paid for her own private bath." Kanae rolled her eyes.

Edina drifted by lying on a giant bone like it was a floatie. The squirreling aggressively brushed the sand from her tail when she lost balance and fell in. She resurfaced, spewing a mouthful of water and frowning.

"I don't like that those bastard Dervishes kicked our asses. Petyr and Claudia were the only two who stood a chance!" Edina pouted.

"What about your death knights?" Kanae asked.

"They just ain't as strong as they used to be before Hax'gorah got blown out of my staff. I didn't realize how much I relied on a gods damned devil." She sighed into the water and made bubbles.

"Edina, you purchased an encyclopedia's worth of knowledge regarding necromantic magical items. Why not pursue those in your quest to grow stronger?" Alicia suggested.

"Where the hells am I going to start?" The necromancer threw her arms in the air. "It ain't like the book has a map of where it's all buried! I'm getting clit-tickled, being shown all this shit but not knowing where they are."

Edina wasn't the only one getting antsy. Over the next few days, there still hadn't been word from Vizier Duran about getting an audience with Sultana Dudula. There was no telling if Avanesse and Ortesia were still planning on going through with their attempted coup, despite foiling the assassination attempt at The Diamond's banquet.

Kanae and the others spent most of their time exploring the confines of the upper city. At one point, Edina wanted to play around in the Shaded Pits, an all-encompassing name for the ground level of Bravost. It was named as such for being perpetually shrouded in the city's shadow. Heaps of trash piled up from upper city residents discarding their refuse. Bitter denizens laid in wait for lost wanderers to ambush for a handful of gold.

It took a bit of convincing before Edina gave up the idea, but that was a crack in the group's cohesion from their patience wearing thin.

"I'm tired of waiting." Petyr rose from the table after they finished breakfast.

"Where are you going?" Alicia asked.

"We can't do anything without talking to Vizier Duran or Sultana Dudula first. If they won't grant us an audience, we'll seize one ourselves," she said.

"I can't believe I'm agreeing with this, but… Petyr is right. We're wasting time here. For all we know, Cerberus already succeeded in overthrowing Sultana Dudula in there!" Kanae corralled everyone else up, but as they finally found the resolve to go to the palace, an unexpected visitor had stormed into the inn.

A harpy boy ran smack into Petyr's breastplate. He fell backwards onto his butt, hand pressed to his nose and squealing in pain.

"Uughh… Watch where you're going!" the boy shouted.

"Kanae, isn't this the thief?" Petyr glanced back at her.

"Seven?" Kanae's eyes went wide.

"Seven!" Kara gasped.

He lifted his gaze to Kara, only for his eyes to water. Seven choked down a quivering breath. Whatever he wanted to say, the words had lodged in his throat. But before Seven and Kara could have a reunion, cloaked thugs poured into the inn.

Not wanting any trouble, patrons ran out while they had a chance. The innkeeper ducked behind the counter and hid there. These gangsters were no ordinary ruffians. They were armed with pristine steel, some readied spells in their hands, and donned dark brown gambeson with the emblem of a dried oak tree on their chests.

"Well, well, well." A dark elven man waltzed in with an air of self-importance, tugging on his goatee. "The runt ran off to find some help. Hand over the stone, boy! And you there, succubi—" He did a nervous double take, as though in disbelief of what he had just seen. "S-Succubi? Stand down or be… be…"

"This boy is under my protection now." Petyr scooped Seven up and held him to her chest.

"Hey, let me go! I'm a grown man!" Seven growled and wriggled to no avail.

"Tch. We're not leaving without what he has. Get them!" the elf shouted.

Kanae, Alicia, and Claudia tried charming their assailants, but a painful magical feedback screeched up their spine. These guys had drunk anti-succubus magic potions!

A thrust from one of their swords nicked Kanae's right ear. She headbutted him in return, and the impact left him reeling. Before he could recover, Kanae clamped her tail pussy on his face, then flung him into another group. When they tried to get up, Claudia took a running start and body slammed them outside.

Petyr picked up a whole table and bludgeoned their leader. It exploded with splinters of holy energies. From behind the counter, the innkeeper winced and cried from every broken piece of furniture.

"At least try to avoid destroying someone else's property while we're fighting!" Kanae exclaimed.

There were more coming in. At this rate, they were going to be overwhelmed. Kanae directed Edina and Alicia to the entrance. Both of them flew outside to stem the flow of bandits.

"And don't use your undeads! You're going to get arrested!" Kanae reminded the necromancer.

"Whattafuck am I supposed to do then?" Edina cried.

"I don't know, maybe cast your numerous OTHER spells that you refuse to use!" she fired back.

The sound of battle quickly unfolded outside, too. Meanwhile, they still had a fight on their hands inside the taproom. Four people jumped Petyr at once. She shoved Seven back before they overwhelmed her. He hit the ground, and the cylindrical stone object slid from his grasp.

One of the bandits ran past Petyr and dove for it. Seven snatched the thing back up, but came face to face with the point of the other man's blade.

"No, Seven!" Kanae raced across the room, but she would be too late.

Before Seven was about to be skewered, Kara deflected the strike with Camilla's rapier. The man swung again, but this time aimed at her. She was faster. She thrusted the thin blade once, and multiple projections of the same attack struck in quick succession. The repeated jabs punctured her aggressor full of holes, and he rolled on the floor in agony.

Kanae recognized it as the rapier's martial skill, Flurry of Thrusts, that Camilla had told her about. Pride welled within her chest, seeing Kara come to the rescue. She and Seven exchanged looks, even though they were both speechless. Their tearful gazes spoke more than words could at that moment.

However, three more bandits rushed in to ruin their reunion. But Claudia had returned and came between them, winding up her spanking arm.

"Naughty, naughty. You leave these kids alone. It's time for the adults to play." Claudia smirked, and proceeded to spank the ever-living crap out of them.

A few more slipped past Edina and Alicia. They entered just as Kanae flew out, picking them up by the scruff of their necks. At a glance, almost forty bandits continued bearing down from outside of the inn.

"These bastards just keep coming." Alicia growled.

"That's what she said!" Edina didn't spare a second to crack a joke.

Kanae and Alicia groaned.

"Hey, what's going on over there!?" A city guard stumbled into the plaza in shock, then hollered behind himself to call in a squad of armed fellows.

"These guys started a fight! We were just trying to stop them!" Kanae shouted.

The bandits suddenly found themselves in a battle on two fronts. They left their unconscious behind, and those that could run fled into the crowded streets of Ordane's Rise with guards on their tails.

Petyr, Claudia, Seven, and Kara emerged from the inn, harried from the fierce fight inside. A guard urged Kanae's party to wait here to be questioned before running off to join his pursuing squad.

"We're not seriously waiting here, are we?" Edina asked.

"Nope. We're not going to be here when they come back. Follow me!" Kanae led them to where she thought was safest— the museum.

The absolute shock on Seif and Panner's faces were palpable. Amusing, too. Their jaws hit the floor as soon as they saw the very thief who had plundered the museum's storage area. They were about to blow up on him, but Kanae didn't have time to wait for a scolding. She put both of them under her control, and had them calmly escort everyone to a more private setting.

"Why are you making us harbor a fugitive? That boy is a thief! We should be calling the guards!" Panner exclaimed angrily.

"Would it change your mind if you knew Seven had brought back what he stole?" Kanae asked, motioning for the harpy to show them.

Seven did, and Seif quickly took it from his hands to inspect. After a few moments, the kobold confirmed to his colleague that it was in fact, the real thing.

"I'm sorry for stealing it… I really thought they would help me bring Theena back, but… they lied. They just wanted my help because I could fly." Seven sulked.

"You did right by coming to us." Petyr kneeled down and embraced him.

"Uhm… I hardly know you, lady…" The boy looked to Kanae for help.

"Seven is off limits. Keep your hands off him." Kanae seized control of the high elf's mind briefly enough to make her back off. She took her place in front of him and asked, "Who is 'they'? The people you were working for?"

"The Dryoak Consortium," he answered promptly.

Kanae, and especially Alicia, recognized that name right away.


Chapter 23

Seif and Panner were kind enough to use their status as Ordane scholars to fix Seven and Kara with a place to stay. The university offered many gated dormitories from which students and academics lived. Kanae's top priority, at least for the moment, was to make sure those two were safe. Ideally, now that the cylindrical stone was in her possession rather than Seven, that should take some heat off him.

Two rooms were all they managed to acquire: one for Seven, and the other for Kara. Guards regularly patrolled the dormitories, which meant they should be safe here. The others waited outside. Only Kanae, Kara, and Seven entered with the scholars, who showed them to one of the rooms, a rather well-furnished quarter with more than enough accommodations. The communal baths were downstairs, each room had their own personal toilet, and there was a multi-tiered desk that its occupant likely wouldn't be using.

Panner was not at all happy about it in the slightest.

"I can't believe we'll be harboring the very thief who stole from the museum…" Panner grumbled to himself.

"I returned it, didn't I?" Seven exclaimed defensively.

Everyone turned their eyes to Kanae, who was leaning against the window sill. The cylindrical stone object was cold to the touch in her hands, never seeming to warm up no matter how long she held it. The Dryoak Consortium wanted this, and she had no intentions of letting them.

"Uhm… Remind me again why we didn't store that away in the museum again?" Seif stammered.

"You heard Seven." Kanae tossed it repeatedly in the air and caught it, much to the scholars' anxiousness. "There's a gang that chased him through the city for this. If a harpy boy managed to steal this from the museum, think what an organized group can do. I'm keeping it for now." She flashed a playful smirk. "Not like you can stop a succubus anyway."

"What do you plan to do with it anyway?" Panner asked, his voice tinged with scholarly curiosity.

"Seif thinks it's a key, and every key opens a lock. I'm going to find out what's being kept hidden." She stuffed it away into her satchel.

There was a very good chance, after what Kanae had learned from Claudia and Alicia about their subterranean homes, that this key opened a chamber somewhere in the Under Roads. If Sultana Dudula was ordering every mining settlement to collapse underground cultist or dwarven ruins, then they needed to get to them first before whatever this key opened was lost for good.

"Seif, Panner. You two probably get inside scoops of Under Road discoveries, right? I want you to come to me whenever you get the info," Kanae said.

"What? No! You can get us hanged for this. Sultana Dudula explicitly doesn't want outsiders finding out!" Panner exclaimed, and Seif agreed with his colleague.

Hmmm.

Kanae focused her eyes on Panner, and her new skill Identify Kink activated. Words appeared as foggy texts above the human man's head.

[Panner's kink: Boobjob, pampering, words of encouragement, infantilism, vanilla.]

"M-My resolve is firm!" Panner noticed her staring a little too hard and backed away.

"I know." Kanae put an arm around his shoulders, and lightly caressed his cheek with her other hand. "You're such a diligent and hard worker. Even standing up to a succubus? It must be so stressful for you lately. How about in exchange for the information…" She squished her chest against his. "I sandwich your dick between my breasts, and tell you what a gooooood boy you've been?"

"You'll be the first to know, mommy! I MEAN, Kanae!" He went red up to his ears, and when it became too embarrassing to stay, pushed Seif towards the door. "Ahem. Quickly, let's check to see if there have been any updates."

"You're so easy…" Sighing, Seif shook his head.

Once they were gone, Kanae was left alone with Kara and Seven. The harpy boy sat on the edge of the bed, head hanging and kicking his feet. The feline girl hadn't fixed the scabbard and rapier to her girdle yet, and instead clutched it fondly in both hands.

"I'm sorry," Seven began dejectedly, "for not asking you for help the first time… I really thought I could get Theena back by myself. Guess a Rookie like me really can't do shit."

"I probably would've done the same thing if my friends were kidnapped. I'll let Theena do the scolding after I save her, but for now, is there anything you can tell me? Like how she went missing?" Kanae asked.

The two exchanged glances as though to decide who should explain, but it was the normally quiet Kara who started first.

"We got to Bravost almost out of food and water. The monsters out here were tough, so it isn't like we can easily hunt game for something to eat. As Rookies, we never earned a lot to begin with. Quests were our only source of income. But when we got to the city's adventurers hall, they told us Rookies weren't being serviced anymore. No one knew why, and the receptionists never gave us a clear answer. Our coin pouches started getting light, we didn't have any trade skills, and the only readily available jobs were mining," Kara explained.

Seven steadied his quivering lower lip and continued next, "Theena started getting distant after a few days. We saw her less and less. Kara and I woke up one morning, and Theena just… vanished. She left us with a bulging pouch of gold and a note." He handed Kanae a wrinkled letter that must have been read over multiple times, likely from them trying to make sense of it. Tear stains smudged some words, and they were no longer legible.

Kanae took her time reading the letter. She had only seen Theena's handwriting a few times during their time together in Kandis. Her writing was beautiful and came from someone who was well-learned and intelligent. There were still traces of that in the letter, but stiff lines and harsh impressions in the text suggested it was written under duress. Almost as though Theena was in a hurry.

In short, it was an apology letter. Theena also asked that they not look for her, and that she loved Kara and Seven like siblings very much. It ended with her hoping to adventure again with them one day. Nothing indicated where she was going or why.

"Theena left you two with gold, right? But weren't you all running out of money?" Kanae asked to be clear.

Kara nodded. "We were confused, too. It was enough to keep us fed for at least a month."

"We were also together most of the time. I'd have known if she picked up odd jobs!" Seven added.

So, Theena came into a large amount of gold, left it to her companions, and disappeared. Did she steal it, or maybe someone gave it to her?

Kanae peeled her thumb back to reveal a powdery, gray smudge that was coarse in texture.

"What is this?" Kanae asked, rubbing it between her fingers.

"Hm?" Seven leaned over to look. "Oh, yeah. I remember that dust being there when I first read it. Not sure what it is."

"Can I hang onto this for now? Maybe I can glean something from it," she said.

Although Seven was hesitant to let the last trace of Theena go, he relented.

"I'm going to return to my friends now. You two, please stay here. Theena wants you to be safe. I'll bring her back to you. So, stay out of trouble." Kanae offered a reassuring smile.

"You promise?" Seven gazed up at her with pleading eyes.

"If you hear anything about Theena, please tell us right away," Kara said.

"Of course." She nodded.

The rest of Kanae's companions were waiting downstairs just outside of the dormitory. They came to life as she descended the steps, impatience written all over their faces.

"Seif and Panner let me keep the stone key. We're just waiting for them to come back with information on new Under Roads sightings. I also have this." Kanae showed them Theena's heartfelt letter and the powdery residue on it. "Anyone know what this powder is?"

They passed the letter around until it reached Petyr's hands, and her brows furrowed with recognition. She rubbed it across her five fingers, sniffed it, and finally gave the substance a quick lick.

"Marble dust," Petyr answered confidently. "Whoever wrote this letter either works in a quarry of marble, or fashions statues out of marble by trade."

"You got that from just feeling and tasting the powder?" Kanae gasped.

"The lower rungs of Ortesian nobility often, foolishly, commission statues made of marble. They are porous and wear easily over time. Whenever lords try to impress me with their statues, I break them with my bare hands to show they should have gone with granite instead." The haughty high elf clenched a fist as though crushing one right now.

They headed into a bazaar in Ordane's Rise to search for anyone that worked with marble. Unfortunately, after the commotion from the other day, few people were willing to give them the time or day. After all, Kanae and her companions looked nothing like citizens of Savir or Bravost. To them, they were foreigners, outsiders who had come to cause trouble.

Even though their fight against the Dryoak Consortium yesterday was in self-defense, people shied away from doing business with them. Claudia suggested charming someone, but Kanae didn't want to sow anymore distrust in the populace than they already did.

Bravost was an enormous city. It would take forever to find what they were looking for. Kanae was about to give up until she spotted a jewelry store. Her hand instinctively reached for the small ruby jewel Theo Mambahu had given her. If no one wanted to talk to them, maybe she could compel them to in another way.

Kanae had her friends wait while she entered the cozy round shop, selling trinkets affixed with gemstones. A finely-dressed, middle-aged human man glanced up, peering at her through a monocle and loupe. His demeanor wrinkled, probably from recognizing her, and made a shooing motion for her to leave.

"I don't think so." Kanae put Mambahu's ruby on the glass counter.

It took one glance before the jeweler gasped sharply and choked on his spit.

"How may I serve, my lady?" The man changed his tune real quick.

"I'm looking for marble statue sculptors or marble quarry miners in the city. Hmm… Maybe someone who makes good money," Kanae said.

"Hah. Well, miners would not make good money. You also rarely find sculptors who make statues out of marble. Too brittle, you see. Most marble mined in Savir are exported to Ortesia. What little remains typically fall into the hands of Hammer and Chisel, a school of masons who fashion marble into interior furniture for the upper classes of Savir," he explained.

"Where can I find this school?"

The jeweler pulled out a worn map and pointed to a block closer to where Kanae had first entered the city from. She returned to her companions, and they hailed a carriage that ferried them all the way to Hammer and Chisel.

School was in session, it seemed. Students chipped and chiseled away at blocks of marble. A layer of dust, stone, and sand swept across the ground. The rhythmic tinks of iron tools on marble echoed repeatedly as sculptors slowly turned earth into works of art or countertops. Their school was a modest U-shaped building, but most of the sculpting took place outside on the quad. A few artisans waltzed around, watching their pupils work.

Kanae kneeled down and pinched some marble dust off the ground. It was the exact same substance on Kara's letter.

"Don't you think this would look better with bigger tits?" Claudia nudged a man in the middle of sculpting a feminine abdomen.

"Please, refrain from bothering the apprentices!" An older centaur woman galloped up to them in a huff. "Sculpting is delicate work, and each strike is made with precision in mind. You will ruin entire blocks of marble by distracting them!"

"I'm just saying. If you want to immortalize something, why not these?" She snuck up behind Kanae and grabbed two handfuls of her breasts.

"S-Stop! You're going to turn me on if you play with them!" Kanae squirmed, causing some of the men around them to turn as hard as the stone they worked on.

Something knocked the wind out of Claudia's lungs. Her hands went limp, and so did she. The succubus fell to the ground, paralyzed with a knife sticking out of her back.

"Sorry about my sister's insubordination." Alicia smirked.

"Great, now we have a paralyzed Claudia on our hands. We don't mean to cause trouble. We're looking for someone who may have had contact with Rookie adventurers. I believe one of your students met with a human adventurer named Theena. She went missing, and we're looking for her," Kanae explained.

While the centaur woman was sympathetic, she had no clue what they were talking about. Kanae kept her distracted as Petyr, Alicia, and Edina fanned out. A harpy man with tan plumage stopped working and set his tools on his marble block. He calmly walked away until Petyr stopped in front of him.

Without warning, the harpy darted off and shoved an upright marble block in Petyr's way. She smashed through it with a single punch, sending chunks flying over the students.

"See how weak marble is?" Petyr exclaimed.

The harpy spread his wings to take flight, but Kanae flew up to intercept him and casted Charm.

"I'm not a fan of chase scenes, so go back down for me," Kanae ordered.

He obediently returned to the surface, where Petyr restrained him out of caution. The centaur woman and sculpting students shuffled away, not wanting any trouble.

"Are you the one who met with Theena?" Kanae asked.

"Theena returned to the fold. She willingly submitted herself to Praijya. What happened in Kandis was only a minor setback. You outsiders may have stolen the relic, but it won't stop Sultana Dudula's fall. The Harpy King will seize control of Bravost," the harpy said.

Everyone turned to Kanae for answers. She was the only one who knew Praijya, the Left Talon of the Harpy King. She, Arenade, and Renya had fought her during the attack on the Cerulean Palace in Kandis. They managed to fool the harpy woman into thinking she had the relic from the Necro Lord's Tomb in her possession, but it was fake.

"I don't care about any of that. Where's Theena?" Kanae demanded.

"With… wherever Praijya is… but she is constantly on the move. As all of us are. The next time you see her, the Emerald Palace will be up in flames. Speaking of which…" He turned his head to the giant viridian jewel that stood as a monument of Bravost.

The palace where Kanae and her companions had made their first stop when arriving was smoking. Ribbons that stretched from rooftop to rooftop of tall spires caught fire. Citizens stopped in the middle of the streets, gaping at the sight of the fiery backdrop behind the emerald jewel. Guards rushed in the direction of the burning palace, and those who could fly did so in haste. A loud bell rang across the city, and people made a run for it to their homes.

"I-I'm confused! Wasn't it Cerberus and the Ortesians plotting Sultana Dudula's overthrow?" Edina gasped.

"Perhaps they plotted it together." Petyr growled.

"Why do you think…" Kanae got her answer when she followed the high elf's gaze.

Members of the Dryoak Consortium surrounded them. A hundred strong, and all of them looked like they were out for blood. It couldn't be just a coincidence that they showed up when the Emerald Palace was under attack.

"Kanae, you and the others can fly. Get to the castle. The Dryoak Consortium and I have some ironing out to do." Petyr empowered her warhammer with holy energy and cracked her neck.

"You— what? If we all get out of this alive, you better tell us what you know about the consortium!" Kanae exclaimed and spread her wings to take flight.

The four of them flew as fast as they could towards the palace. Well, three of them were. Claudia was still paralyzed, so Alicia had to carry her. A few guards on the surface shouted for them to stop flying, but now wasn't the time to worry about abiding by the law. The massive walls around the Emerald Palace were still standing, untouched by the fighting going on within. Guards on the walls were scrambling over what to do while their fellows on the ground raced for the building. One of them saw Kanae and her companions approaching, and warned the others before priming a bolt on his crossbow.

"Any closer, and we'll riddle you full of holes!" he shouted.

"You're under attack by the Harpy King, and Sultana Dudula is in danger! We're here to help!" Kanae yelled back.

They exchanged anxious glances with each other, clearly on edge by all that was going on. One guard subtly shook his head to the rest, keeping their crossbows trained on them.

"Knight-Commander, we don't have time for this. We can deal with the consequences later. For now…" Alicia exerted a powerful charm on the guards, and they tensed up enough that their crossbows slipped from their hands.

Kanae, Alicia, and Edina beelined for the palace entrance, but the large doors were closed shut. Guards beat their fist on it, shouting to be let inside. Those that could cast magic tried to blast the doors open with little success. Something had sealed it from within.

Fortunately, they didn't have that issue being able to fly. Edina pointed to a nearby window from which smoke was billowing out of. The glass had been busted inward already, likely from a flight-capable guard with the same idea. As soon as they flew in, they were immediately assailed by a thick smog of smoke. It looked to be a cramped servant's room, mostly untouched with the exception of the broken door.

"Ugh… I think I can finally move again," Claudia groaned.

"Good. You're heavy." Alicia steadied her sister.

They emerged from the room and into what would have been a magnificent hallway, if it wasn't for the burning drapes on the ceiling, unconscious guards and servants strewn on the ground, and smoke everywhere. A layer of ash stained the polished floors, and wax candles from chandeliers had all but melted.

A canine beastman servant, dressed in finer clothes than her unconscious peers, coughed and heaved as she made her way down the hall. Narrow eyes watered from all the smoke. Coarse brown fur had been matted in sweat. She pressed a wet towel to her nose and mouth, only to swallow a breath of smoke upon seeing them.

"More intruders!" the woman screamed.

"Wait! Believe it or not, we're here to help! Do you know where Sultana Dudula and Vizier Duran are?" Kanae asked.

"Are you… the succubi foreigners that Vizier Duran has been speaking about? By the sands, these… these thugs with elemental magic broke into the palace and attacked all of a sudden! They ripped through the place in search of the sultana. You must help her! I don't know where they are, but Archmage Donnu should. He's in the Sand Gardens, putting out the fires. Follow me!" She beckoned them and headed back down where she came.

A spiral staircase led them to an atrium deeper into the palace. There was no battle. Guards weren't clashing steel with sieging attackers. Instead, they battled creatures of elemental origins. Hounds with fiery manes pounced on guards. Golem constructs made of mud trapped defenders in their earthen bodies. Servants rushed around putting out fires and taking pickaxes to stone blockades.

The Sand Gardens was an enormous open-air chamber. A terrace of sand stretched from end to end. Warm sunlight flooded in from the unclosed ceiling above. Exotic trees on fire rained ashes down on the people trying to put them out with buckets of water or spells. Leading them was Archmage Donnu, the dark elven man Kanae had met at the gates to the palace. His short white hair, previously well-combed and put together, was stained gray from soot. The black and gold robes glimmered with magic and seemed to sear off ashes that landed on him. He wielded a wooden red staff that flared out into two hooks holding a lantern each.

Donnu muttered an incantation. Dark clouds formed above them and became the ceiling that wasn't there. A cool shower rained down on them, drenching everyone and everything, as well as putting out most of the fires. He breathed a sigh of relief, but when the beastman servant led Kanae and her companions up to him, the archmage conjured a fireball into the palm of his hand that threatened to set the place ablaze again.

"Stop! It must be no coincidence that you're here as the Emerald Palace was attacked!" Archmage Donnu exclaimed, drawing nearby guards in to circle them with spears and pikes.

"The only coincidence here is Vizier Duran bringing us into the city to help, and when you turned us away, everything went to shit! So, you have two choices: accept our help, or I'll make you accept," Kanae explained.

"I still don't trust any of you," he grumbled, only to motion the guards to stand down a moment later. "It seems I have no choice but to accept your help. The Dervish bastards sealed us off from reaching Sultana Dudula and Vizier Duran." The archmage gestured to one end of the Sand Gardens, which was covered in molten slag. "It's the same in the other paths. This is the most direct route to the audience hall, but we can't break through the blockage."

So, the Dervish Five really were behind this attack.

Kanae squinted suspiciously at Archmage Donnu. Why wasn't he with the sultana or vizier to begin with? Somehow, he managed to be separated from either of them during the attack.

"Oof. Yeah. This is hotter than three hells." Edina grimaced at the molten blockade.

Donnu shook his head. "We can punch through it if we can cool it down, but my magic is insufficient. It has to be someone crowned an Ice Mage."

"Or a Necromancer with powerful ice magic," Kanae said, turning to her squirreling friend.

"Fine, fine! I better get a special exemption to freely use necromancy after this!" Edina staked her staff into the sand and summoned half a dozen skeletal mages. "On me! One… two… Creeping Frost!"

A frigid chill blew across the Sand Gardens. Edina's minions joined her with frost spells of their own, blasting the molten blockade with cold magic. Kanae and Archmage Donnu helped, too. She casted Hailstorm, and he channeled a beam of ice. Hissing steam filled the upper chamber.

The bright red slag began to dim orange. Their spells steamed the entire place into a sauna. People who couldn't take it ran to the other end. Thankfully, the open ceiling allowed most of the steam to escape and brought some relief.

When their combined magic ended, they succeeded in cooling down the blockade of lava into porous stone. The archmage fired a volley of arcane bolts and blew a hole through it, revealing a stairway leading up. When the guards tried to follow, he barked orders for them to stay and guard the entrance, then beckoned to Kanae and her companions with him.

"Are you sure it's a good idea not to bring more people?" Kanae asked.

"They will only slow us down and get in the way. We must make haste. Sultana Dudula and Vizier Duran are guarded by my disciples, the palace's elite. The bastards shouldn't have broken into the inner chamber yet!" Donnu exclaimed.

The palace would have been quite the sight to behold if it wasn't on fire, and its denizens weren't injured and passed out all over the place. Entire murals were painted on the walls. Grand winding corridors, large enough for chariots to roll through, led to enormous chambers that put Aidenhall to shame. They passed by an amphitheater terrace overlooking the city. Another room contained lavish baths, but of course no one was bathing at a time like this.

Eventually, Archmage Donnu stopped in front of a chamber with an emerald jewel on top of a closed entryway. He pulled out a pendant underneath his robes and shined it at the larger one. Both crystals glowed brightly, and the doors parted open. A pair of guards inside looked stunned, brandishing their weapons until they realized it was the archmage.

"Step aside, you fools!" Archmage Donnu growled.

"Forgive us, my lord!" One of the more skittish of the two bowed apologetically. "When the palace came under attack, we followed your procedure to close the way."

Without so much as answering, Donnu strolled right in. Kanae and her party followed suit, entering a two-story room that looked like a gallery. Or a museum. Strange artifacts and objects sat underneath glass display cases, protected by magical wards. Others rested on cushions in the open.

"Something is off," Alicia whispered, eyes darting every which way.

"Donnu, are Sultana Dudula and Vizier Duran here? This doesn't look like the audience chamber," Kanae said.

The archmage silently went to a large display cabinet, containing the same cylindrical stone keys that Seven had stolen from the museum. There were ten in total. Sultana Dudula had all these in here this entire—

"Watch out!" Edina shouted.

Kanae spun around too late and saw the point of a guard's spear. Claudia grabbed the shaft, twisting it out of his grasp and throwing a hard punch. He flew across the room. Alicia put the second one in a chokehold from behind until he lost consciousness.

Shrill, unhinged laughter echoed across the chamber. The source of it came from Archmage Donnu. Or rather, the tall smirking succubus embracing him. Her muscles stretched taut against soft brown skin like that of a hobgoblin. A vertical scar ran down her cloudy right eye. Wild, unkempt black hair draped down to her shoulders as thick dreads. Underneath all that hair almost covered the crown-like horns of Queen-Mother Zariah along the side of her head. She wore the pelts of dire beasts stitched together. The head of a wolf sat on her right shoulder and on the other was a bear, as though they were sinking their teeth into her. Fixed to her waist were numerous fist-sized skulls of monsters… and even a dragon.

Kanae recognized them as shrunken heads. Teana had some around her belt. This succubus must also be a Headhunter.

"Hello, sisters!" The succubus flashed a toothy smile.

"Jhene! What are you doing here?" Claudia gasped.

"Ah~ I would tell you, but last I heard, you renounced the Queen-Mother. You're looking at the new Mistress of Subjugation. You and Hilde turned your back on us. We got no reason to tell you a damn thing." Jhene sneered.

"We?" Kanae raised a brow.

Dark shadows engulfed their bodies, anchoring them to the floor. Kanae couldn't even lift her feet. Another succubus waltzed past them, her steely blue eyes as cold as the spell casted on them. Human in ancestry, she sported the same horn shape as Jhene and boasted the wingspan signified one as an older, mature succubus. Long, black hair reached down to her hips, flowing as though they were waves. The most disconcerting was her trailing black robes that oozed with misty darkness.

"I am Elaine." She stared directly into Claudia's eyes, the draw of her voice smooth like velvet. "The new Mistress of Pain." Her calm, unnerving gaze shifted to Alicia. "Our long lost sister. We haven't seen each other in centuries. Good to see you. Well, again. I saw you not too long ago."

"The magical darkness in The Diamond… That was you!" Alicia raged.

Claudia threw her head back in laughter. "Haha! So, mom went and gave you two mine and Hildy's titles. Big whoop! Mistress this, Mistress that. They don't mean shit anymore. That bitch is going to replace you as easily as she replaced us! Now, before we break out of this and spank your asses, I asked you a question. What the fuck are you doing in Savir?"

The hobgoblin succubus snorted. "Wouldn't you like to know? But I guess it ain't no secret. The Queen-Mother and Ambrosia want to restore the Cult of Lust and Depravity. They sent us here to kickstart it. We went to Avanesse first to play politics. Those cattle bent over backwards to become our slaves! Once we find the Devil of Lust's ancient weapon, the whole world will be a livestock ranch. And there's nothing you can do. Bleeeh!" Jhene stuck her long tongue out and flipped them the middle finger.

"Zariah… And the palace being attacked by elementals. Is this also your doing?" Kanae asked, slowly inching her tail to her waist to draw the wand.

"Nope." She shrugged. "Whoever attacked gave us a nice distraction though. Place was swarming with guards. Would've been suicide even though we can charm most of them."

"And now that we have what we came for, it's about time we take our leave." Elaine nodded to her sister.

Jhene snapped her finger. The succubus magic surrounding Archmage Donnu vanished. He collapsed to the ground like someone had snipped the strings of a puppet. The Mistress of Subjugation scooped all of the stone keys into a bag and hoisted them over her shoulders.

"Damn it! Just wait until I get out of here! I'll tear both of you new assholes!" Claudia snarled.

"Kuh… I can't summon undead while I'm stuck like this!" Edina complained.

"There are more ways to inflict pain than just tormenting the physical body. I never believed you nor Alicia were ever fit to become the Mistress of Pain. I'll make proud the Queen-Mother since you two have continued to fail her. Now, Embrace Darkness." Elaine lifted both hands, and the shadows around their bodies obeyed.

"No, please!" Alicia shrieked, writhing and thrashing as the pool of darkness engulfed her upper body.

"Sis!" Claudia shouted.

Kanae held Alicia's gaze until they were entombed in a pitch black cage. She yelled, but her voice didn't come out. It was like floating in water, except she couldn't see nor hear a thing. The wand. Kanae had to focus on finding the wand. Her tail swept about and found purchase on the thin, wooden tool. With one quick flick of Dispel, the darkness dissipated. She hit the floor on her hands and knees, gasping for air.

Three more cages of shadow remained. Kanae casted Dispel on each of them. Claudia, Edina, and Alicia fell out, but the latter was lying on the ground and clutching her knees.

"It is… so dark… I-I can't hear anyone… see anything…" Alicia muttered to herself as though in a trance.

"Alicia!" Claudia raced over and scooped her up, but her sister was despondent. "I'm going to tear those two apart with my bare hands the next time I see them. I'll string them up and give them a spanking they'll never forget!"

But Jhene and Elaine were gone, and the stone keys with them.

"I don't wanna be that squirreling, but we still got the sultana and vizier to save!" Edina reminded everyone.

"Damn it. Hey!" Kanae grabbed Donnu by his collar and shook him. "Get up!"

"What… Why am I in the Archives? Wait, why are you in the Archives?" Archmage Donnu asked, carefully gauging the situation.

"You got charmed. Not by us, but by succubi worshippers from the Cult of Lust and Depravity. They had you lead them in here to steal the Under Road keys!" she exclaimed.

His eyes shot to the empty cabinet. "No! Curses! How could I have been so careless? Tch. Those keys are another matter… but if you are truly friends of Vizier Duran, saving Sultana Dudula is top priority. Follow me!"

Archmage Donnu didn't wait to run out. Kanae and Edina stopped at the door, having noticed Claudia staying with Alicia on the floor.

"I'm not going to leave her here. Go! We'll catch up," Claudia insisted.

Kanae returned to the room and gave Alicia's trembling hand a squeeze. The shaking and muttering stopped. Scared eyes lifted to meet her own.

"No, Claudia. I'm okay… We go together," Alicia said, picking herself up and drawing both of her daggers. "And when we're done here, I want to pay Elaine back with the worst pain and agony imaginable."

Archmage Donnu put out fires along the way. Sweat beaded on his face, and his middle-aged wrinkles were starting to look more pronounced. Elemental monsters impeded them at every step and around every corner. Creatures made of fire set things alight by their very touch. Earthen golems resisted most of their physical and magical attacks. The deeper they ventured into the Emerald Palace, the more there were.

"We shouldn't be much farther now," Donnu explained, wiping the sweat from his brow.

"You're really not under Jhene and Elaine's control anymore? For all we know, you could be going to assassinate your own Sultana," Kanae suggested.

"I'm positive," he answered promptly, though self-doubt marred his response.

At least that doubt was enough for Kanae to gather that he was, in fact, no longer under the effects of a succubus charm. The man was desperate to rescue his sovereign. Maybe now was as good a chance as any to prod for information.

Kanae continued, "When I first asked you about the Knight of Red, you brushed me off. You actually know what happened to her, don't you? After all, you're a member of Ordane's archaeology guild that traveled with her."

"How…" The archmage's eyes snapped open in shock, but they just as quickly tightened to avoid giving anything away. "I see how you would use this situation to your advantage. Very well, outsider. Assist me in saving Sultana Dudula. When and only once we succeed, shall I tell you what you seek to know."

It seemed Donnu was no stranger to striking deals more favorable to him. Now the ball was on Kanae's side of the court. If she wanted answers, they were going to have to ensure Sultana Dudula's safety.

The group reached a lavish antechamber to the audience hall. Tall columns connected the floor and ceiling, coiled with flowering vines to give the impression of a green forest. Fountains of water contained fish that were now dead having reached the point of steaming. Unconscious guards had burn marks all over their lamellar.

Across the room, several familiar faces were gathered in front of a giant door. Grahib the Unbreakable Dervish, took a running charge and slammed his stone body against it. Every impact caused a glowing sigil to light up, seemingly absorbing the hit. However, cracks began to snake up the frame and the enchantments were waning. It wouldn't hold for much longer.

"Could you hurry up? We pay you for results, not incompetence!" Praijya, the tall harpy woman Kanae had fought back in Kandis, drummed her talons impatiently.

"It's not like anyone can stop us. This entire palace is filled with warriors lacking conviction and the will to offer a good fight. I wish someone would come and grant me a worthy challenge!" Sofisa sighed.

Only one of them noticed Kanae and her party's arrival. An elven man of modest stature around his 40s, whose auburn skin was touched by years of toil under the sun, glanced over his shoulder. He was bald, and his clean-shaven scalp had been tattooed in black ink. They resembled… spell enchantments. Maybe it came from Enchanted Ink, much like the ones on Kanae's body. A ceremonial maroon tunic he wore was trimmed with gold and black that reminded her of ancient royal Chinese fashion. His thin piercing eyes… For some reason, Kanae thought she was looking at the Saint Priest, Bocchiri Ruu, but they were clearly two different persons.

"I think you're about to get your wish, Sofisa. We have company," the elf said calmly.

All of them turned around at once, and the Dancing Dervish's bored look vanished. Her demeanor beamed with excitement.

"Ah! Warrior Kanae, I'm glad to see you well! I have been looking forward to a rematch ever since my defeat in The Diamond!" Sofisa exclaimed, childishly waving her arms to greet them.

Praijya shoved the Dervish aside and boomed, "Kanae, you made me look like a fool in front of the Harpy King!" Her feathers ruffled and puffed out, making herself appear a lot bigger than before. "I'm going to make it up by presenting your head to him!"

"You have a rapport with the Harpy King's scoundrels?" Archmage Donnu leaned in and whispered.

"Not by choice!" Kanae groaned in response, then stepped ahead to confront them. "Where's Theena, Praijya? If you hurt her, I'm going to do to you what I did to the last harpy woman that pissed me off!"

"Theena returned to the fold and is working to make up for her failures. You won't live to see her!" She crossed the entire chamber in a split second.

The impact sent them both flying across the room. Alicia, Claudia, and Edina unfurled their wings to try and help her, but the three Dervishes pounced on them like wolves. Praijya slashed Kanae with claw gloves. She reared her head back, and the sharpened steel grazed her cheek. The two landed in a rectangular fountain. Its waters were scalding hot and bubbling. Dead fish bobbed up and down from them making waves.

"You humiliated me!" Praijya snarled. "I am the Left Talon of the Harpy—"

Kanae chucked a dead fish at her. It struck the harpy on the chest.

"You bitch!" Praijya smacked the fish away.

"Sorry. It sounded like you were about to monologue at me." Kanae threw another, hitting her in the face.

Infuriated, Praijya lunged with bloodlust in her eyes. Kanae balled up a fist and threw a Titanic Blow into the water. She used the shower of rain and dead fish to dive out of the way. Distracted and having lost sight of her, Praijya didn't see Kanae sneaking up from behind and casting Turn Horny.

The harpy doubled over and let out a sharp chirp.

"I like the way you moan. Let's hear some more— Turn Horny!" Kanae casted again, but she flicked her head, and the spiked blade attached to the end of her long white braid swung a wide arc.

It plunged into Kanae's shoulder, forcing her to dash away. She pressed a hand to the wound and casted Flash Heal. The bleeding stopped, and the water quickly washed away any signs of an injury.

The battle wasn't going their way. Edina and Alicia battled Sofisa to a standstill. Meanwhile, Claudia held her own against Grahib and the unnamed Dervish's fiery onslaught due to her insane constitution, as well as Archmage Donnu's help in granting her elemental resistance.

At this rate—

"Tch. I wasn't expecting much, but you really are worthless without me. How pathetic," a haughty voice echoed from the corridor.

All eyes turned to the antechamber entrance. Petyr Stormcloud entered with the bloodied warhammer propped against her shoulder and helmet in her other hand. The high elf's gaze noted Praijya, and then each of the Dervish in the room.

"It's that Ortesian!" Grahib gasped.

"Ortesian? I thought they were colluding with the Mutt of Avanesse!" Praijya exclaimed.

"I'm on no one's side but my own." Petyr scoffed.

"In case you've forgotten, you're on my side!" Kanae reminded the high elf.

Petyr donned her helmet and entered the fray, starting with Praijya. The harpy danced around her with a flurry of slashes, but not a single attack so much as scratched the paladin's armor. When Petyr returned the favor with a strike of her own, Praijya was too nimble to be hit.

"Stand still! Quit moving!" Petyr shouted.

"As fucking if, imperial dog!" Praijya fired back.

"Praijya, be careful! The Ortesian is a paladin!" Grahib exclaimed from afar.

"Divine Command: Kneel!" the high elf ordered, and Praijya dropped to her knees.

Petyr was about to clobber the harpy until an inferno of a fireball roared in her direction. Kanae shot a Dispel. The blast sputtered out, but it was enough to break the paladin's concentration. Praijya flew back to join her comrades.

"You're not going to hit them at this rate, but you know who you can hit? Me! Hit me!" Claudia retreated back to Kanae and Petyr, gesturing to her chest.

"Oh, no. Not Project Pain!" Kanae winced and braced for impact.

"Fucking fine!" Petyr smashed the warhammer into Claudia's abdomen.

An intense pain surged through Kanae, as she and everyone in the room felt the agony through Claudia in the form of magical feedback. Even Praijya and the Dervishes went down.

"Ow… What kind of friendly fire is this… I feel like someone threw me on a bed of coals, and I'm on the verge of climaxing…" Archmage Donnu squealed.

"Ho, ho, ho… That hit the spot!" Claudia patted where she had been struck, then whipped around with her paddle in hand. "Now, who's been naughty and in need of spanking?"

They hesitated to continue fighting. That combination from Petyr and Claudia managed to strike fear into their hearts. The elf, whose elemental gimmick involved fire, shot a look at Sultana Dudula's audience chamber, still protected by the magical barrier. His gaze went to the wall instead.

"They're going to escape!" Kanae realized right away.

"Grahib, run through the palace! We're leaving!" the elf ordered. He and Sofisa jumped onto the centaur's back, and they stampeded through the antechamber. Praijya cursed under her breath before flying after them.

Kanae, Petyr, and Claudia gave chase. Half a dozen walls had been punched through where they barreled into, the very end of which was a hole in the side of the palace. They screeched to a halt at the gaping opening. Praijya hadn't been the only harpy present. A swarm of them leaped off the Emerald Palace spires to ferry them out of the city by air. Harpies of Bravost were quickly blown out of the sky by superior elemental magic.

"We going after them or what?" Claudia asked, wings unfurled and ready to fly.

"Are you seeing what's happening to those harpies trying to do the same? Ugh. I think it's enough that we got them to retreat… Let's not." Kanae sighed.

Edina was still lying on the ground when they got back, trembling like she just had the best sex of her life.

"Don't touch me… it hurts too much…" Edina shuddered.

On the other hand, Alicia picked herself up and grabbed Claudia by the face.

"Warn us the next time you intend to do that…" Alicia grumbled.

"M-My bad!" Claudia apologized.

"Alright, get up." Kanae hoisted Archmage Donnu to his feet. "We still have to make sure Sultana Dudula and Vizier Duran are safe inside."

The mage lumbered up to the door and channeled a spell that ended the effects of the enchantments. Magical sigils dimmed until they completely disappeared. The heavy doors groaned open, giving way to a massive audience hall, inside of which almost a hundred finely-dressed Savirans cowered.

A large number of guards, much better equipped than the ones outside, levelled their pikes. Spellcasters were ready to lob magic to defend themselves. They all breathed a sigh of relief when it was Archmage Donnu they saw.

"The attackers have been repelled! Where is Sultana Dudula?" Donnu asked.

They parted right down the middle, revealing a furious, pint-sized beastman woman storming down in a huff. Vizier Duran followed closely behind trying to calm her wrath.

"I was almost killed, Donnu! Where in the sands have you been?!" the woman shrieked.

"Looking to the defenses, Your Majesty! These are the heroes who fought the Harpy King's agents. Although their methods were… unsavory and unconventional, they succeeded in forcing them to retreat," he attempted to explain desperately. "Kanae, heroes— This is Sultana Dudula, ruler of Bravost, the Emerald Jewel of Savir."

Kanae had to look down in order to meet the sultana's gaze. She was small. Smaller than Edina, but an inch taller than her cousin, Duran. Her fine fur was a dark and cloudy red, its color worn from age. An extravagant golden crown, embedded with many jewels, specifically that of emeralds, adorned her head. She wore a beautiful gilded robe which shimmered from many crystals woven into the fabric, and it really befitted royalty whose country's wealth stemmed from exporting jewels.

However, Sultana Dudula's demeanor was beaten by years of stress and paranoia. Her hands were constantly clenched, with nails digging into her palm. Makeup couldn't hide the heavy bags weighing down her lower eyelids.

Even though Kanae and the others had been introduced to the sultana as saviors by Archmage Donnu, her posture remained very guarded.

"Strangers do not help without expecting something in return. For all we know, you could have invited assassins into our midsts. How else did the Harpy King's minions get in here? Get them out of my sight! And in gratitude for repelling the foul invaders, they may leave my palace alive!" Sultana Dudula exclaimed.

"But—" Donnu opened his mouth to object, but she lifted a finger to silence him. He bowed instead.

To the Sultana's side, Vizier Duran lowered his head apologetically, too.

"Ungrateful cattle." Alicia glowered at Bravost's ruler.

"What?" The sultana glared.

"Saviors, Sultana Dudula has spoken. Please, leave." Donnu corralled Kanae and her companions away and whispered, "Meet me in the foyer at the bottom of the palace."

The others weren't happy. Rightfully so. To Petyr, it was just another day of dealing with royal pain in the asses. She turned her nose to the air and put it to the back of her mind. Claudia already got her rocks off. Edina snatched a couple of things from the palace and unconscious guards on the way out. Alicia was… unusually mad, but it likely wasn't because of the sultana herself.

Kanae waited in a side room adjacent to the foyer. It was more of a guest hall to put noble people waiting for an audience with Sultana Dudula. Snacks and refreshments, including lavish furnishings, were included to placate the self-important class. Beyond the door, guards and servants rushed to tidy up after the attack.

Someone, or a lot of someones, would be getting a lashing for failing the sultana. Eventually, the door opened and in came Archmage Donnu. It looked like he had escaped his monarch's paranoid fury.

"I was starting to think you turned your back on our deal," Kanae said.

"You have proven to be potentially powerful allies. I cannot simply let that slip by, even if the sultana has…" Donnu sighed heavily.

The man slumped down on the table and helped himself to the food laid about. He grabbed a bottle of wine and an empty glass.

"I'll tell you. But you must promise me that this stays between us. I know you will likely inform your companions, and there is nothing I can do about that. However, this cannot be public knowledge. Can you promise me that?" Archmage Donnu asked.

"I promise." Kanae agreed.

Donnu poured himself a glass up to the rim to gulp down before beginning.

"It started with the Harpy King's discovery of a ruins in the Under Roads, beneath a town under his rule called Buraj. His domain, Elusis, is no epicenter worth any archaeological pursuits or scholarly endeavors. There are greater riches and more handsome rewards here in Bravost for miners. Whatever the Harpy King discovered, he did not have the manpower, tools, or wise-minded leaders to brave an expedition underground. So, he reached out to the sultana for help, promising peace and a share of prosperity from the discoveries. I, as you somehow discovered, was a member of Ordane University's esteemed archaeology guild, and among nine others were tasked by Sultana Dudula for this. We… quickly discovered the Under Roads were much more treacherous than expected. That is when we asked for help."

"You reached out to Radevic," Kanae said.

"Not at first," he corrected tersely. "We sought the best adventurers Savir had to offer— the Dervish Five. When even they weren't enough, we were at our wits end. Sultana Dudula sent word to Radevic for help, and they responded by sending a member of the Knights of the Order of Colors, Sivvy Brenhallow the Knight of Red. With her and the Dervishes' help, we carved our way underground… and uncovered dwarven ruins."

As was normal when venturing deep into the earth. However, given what Kanae had discovered already, anything to do with the dwarves was usually accompanied by the stink of the Cult of Lust and Depravity.

"What we found could only be described as an… engine of sorts, containing a large crystal. It appeared to power numerous mechanisms, magical in design. The engine absorbed latent mana from portals to, if you can believe it or not, open a rift into the Primal Planes," Donnu explained.

"Primal Planes…" Kanae lit up with recognition. "When we were traveling through the Arkesian Wastes, there was a gigantic magical sandstorm. It turned out to be wind elementals. My companions and I defeated them. I questioned an elemental that confessed the Harpy King binded them to his will."

He nodded. "Indeed. The Harpy King somehow came into great power, an ability to control flames. That day, he betrayed his promise to Sultana Dudula and hoarded those powers for himself. We barely escaped with our lives, thanks in large part to the Knight of Red. I'm sorry to say, your colleague is a victim to him not wanting outsiders to learn of this discovery. As for the Dervish Five, he has since infused them with elemental magic directly from the Primal Planes. It is where they draw their power. We have sent scouts to investigate Buraj, but the town no longer exists. Only rubble and collapsed tunnels. The Harpy King must have ferried away what we found elsewhere."

And so, Red had been missing ever since. Likely a prisoner of the Harpy King, or worse. Hopefully not. Kanae promised Grand Eye Analise that she would bring Sivvy back. She wasn't going to let her down.

"What about the whole collapsing Under Roads that you're doing? What's the logic behind that?" Kanae asked.

"It seems some among Ordane's top scholars have loose lips." Donnu clicked his tongue.

"Don't blame them. I'm a succubus." She smiled seductively.

"Listen…" He lowered his voice before continuing. "Not every decision Sultana Dudula has made is from a place of sound mind. In her disturbed albeit justified reasoning, it is to keep more of what might be found where they belong. Buried in the earth."

Not an entirely wrong way to go about it…

"Thanks. I think one thing is clear: the Harpy King is our mutual enemy. You have an ally in me whether Sultana Dudula likes it or not. There's one more thing I want to know though. Barring Rookies from the adventurers hall. Why?" Kanae folded her arms.

"The adventurer halls of Savir are supposed to be impartial to political affairs. In recent years, the Harpy King has weaponized them, sending infiltrators from Elusis under the guise of young adventurers. This isn't an issue with the other two ranks, who have already established themselves and carry with them long resumes," he explained.

Kanae held her tongue and was reminded of Theena, who was actually an agent of the Harpy King. In a way, Sultana Dudula had the right idea. It was too bad that honest adventurers like Seven and Kara had to suffer for her paranoid decision.

The archmage escorted Kanae out of the Emerald Palace. A carriage awaited her in the courtyard, and her friends were already inside and ready to leave after a long day and tough battle.

"Before you go." Donnu rested a hand on the carriage door. "I would like to offer you a chance to earn Bravost's eternal gratitude. Sultana Dudula is too stubborn and paranoid to seek help from outsiders, but I am not her. If you return the relics stolen from the Archives by those succubus fiends, I will get you an audience with the sultana. I have a better chance than Vizier Duran. Of course, you will be rewarded for this undertaking. I'll inform the city guards to forget the infractions you have made during your stay in Bravost, as a gesture of good will."

"I'm guessing it's your head on the line if she finds out the relics are gone, huh? Tracking succubi down won't be easy, but sure. I'll see what I can do," Kanae said.

Donnu opened the door for Kanae to enter the carriage. Her beaten and weary friends were half-asleep inside. Alicia was the only one still awake, and smiled at her climbing in.


Chapter 24

It was dark by the time they returned to Ordane's Rise. They were going to have to save tracking Jhene and Elaine down for tomorrow, but those two could be long gone by then. Everyone turned into their own rooms for the night. Kanae was about to do the same until a knock came to her door. She opened it to find Petyr, dressed in a rather feminine white and gold nightgown, her hair let down to her chest, and… wielding her warhammer. Aside from the weapon, it was about the most casual Kanae had ever seen the high elf.

"I'm scared to ask, but… What is the weapon for?" Kanae asked.

"To hit you if you try to come onto me. You demanded to know my connection to the Dryoak Consortium. I'm not tired yet, so I've come to tell you. I also brought Lemaren wine, an Ortesian house of winemakers." Petyr lifted a bottle and two glasses in her other hand.

"I guess I can do with a few more surprises today." She threw open the door to let the elf in.

Petyr entered the room and took one sniff before seemingly finding the room's scent dissatisfactory. She beelined it for the window, throwing the latch open to let in a wave of fresh air. Kanae squinted at the elf and sniffed herself.

"Don't take it personally. I just wanted to rid the succubus stench from the room," Petyr said.

"How am I not supposed to take that personally?" Kanae groaned.

However, despite being rude, Petyr still kindly poured Lemaren wine into two glasses and offered one to Kanae. She cautiously took it but didn't drink yet. The high elf swirled the liquid for a few seconds before lifting it up to her nose to breathe deeply.

Kanae did the same. Notes of fresh grapes filled her nostrils. It was as if she had been teleported into a vineyard. Shutting her eyes did just that, and from the smell alone, she pictured a vast field of grape plants surrounding her. Their branches were filled to the brim with clusters of the tiny morsels. She could almost just taste it on her lips—

Which was exactly what happened. Kanae snapped back to reality and found her lips on the glass. Smooth wine spread across her palate as if she bit down on a handful of grapes. The subtle notes vanished quickly, and she felt compelled to drink more for the tantalizing taste again.

"Now you see, artistry in winemaking that House Lemaren has perfected. Only a family of high elves could have achieved this level of mastery. Once you've tasted it, nothing else can compare." Petyr's compliments were as much praise as they were insults.

"Okay, I'll hand it to you that this is pretty good. But the Lemarens deserve more credit than just chalking it up to 'high elves' or 'Ortesians'." Kanae rolled her eyes, only to realize her glass was empty.

"I suppose they do." She flashed a small, triumphant smirk and refilled both their glasses, but a frown replaced her smile. "House Lemaren had a close call once. They were almost wiped from Ortesian history like House Ehmvier was. A few years ago, Emperor Eugene hosted a ball for the Lord Council. Of course, only the finest drinks may grace the lips of the empire's chosen. That task fell to the Lemaren family. The wine served on the night of the ball sent many lords and Empress Danielle retching their guts out. I didn't drink since I was on watch duty. But by the Supreme One's omniscient eye did I etch the scene into my mind." The high elf took a leisurely sip, and her lips curved into a wicked and nostalgic grin. "Haughty lords and ladies vomited onto their best tunics and gowns. Priests were summoned from the palace cathedral to cast Detoxify on everyone. In a fury, the emperor sent me to drag the head of House Lemaren to them, believing it was an assassination attempt. It wasn't. An investigation showed that one of their distillers hadn't been properly washed and grew mold. They made a negligent mistake, but there was no malicious attempt at anyone's life. The workers were imprisoned and replaced. House Lemaren got off with a light slap on the wrist, all things considered."

"So… what? We were a hair away from not being able to enjoy this wine?"

Petyr turned to Kanae in shock. Maybe she didn't expect that answer. The high elf bursted into laughter, shielding her mouth with one hand and clutching her stomach with the other.

"That much is true, yes." Petyr pursed her lips, and it was as if the joy from a moment ago never happened. "Some aren't so lucky, like one of my family's vassals, House Dryoak."

"You have a vassal house named Dryoak?" Kanae gasped.

"Had. Whether or not they are related to the Dryoak Consortium is what I'm trying to figure out. The heraldry of House Dryoak is a stout olive tree. The emblem on the consortium thugs were… similar, but their tree is barren. I can only hope it is just a coincidence," she said with a quivering lower lip.

Kanae figured it was uncharacteristic of Petyr to speak so anxiously. This high elf who cared for no one else but herself showed cracks on her stoney, rigid exterior. Whatever happened to that family seemed to have hurt her deeply.

"Who were they? House Dryoak, I mean," Kanae said.

"A small, insignificant house. They owned a just as small orchard of olive trees. Their daughter, Riley, was the same age as me. We played together often. Well, as often as we could until I was taken to the capital to begin knighthood training. Every now and then, I returned home to catch up with her. We went for hours talking about rising to the Lord Council, having servants do our bidding, and not worrying about lifting a finger ever again." The next words lodged in Petyr's throat, and she choked up for a split second before recomposing herself, as if desperate to expel a momentary weakness inside her.

"If this is hard for you, you don't have to tell me," she said sympathetically.

Petyr shot a glare. "Shut up. Your sympathies are not needed." She cleared her throat before continuing. "I was fifteen when I came back home for another visit. The guards tried to stop me from going, but I stole a horse from the stables and rode straight to Riley's modest manor. It wasn't there when I arrived. Their orchard, the trees we used to climb together on, had been set ablaze. Their branches, barren of leaves and olives. I thought a wildfire tore through. My father told me House Dryoak plotted with other houses in an attempt to overthrow House Stormcloud. That they wanted to kidnap me the next time I returned home to use against him. To this day, I still don't believe it. Riley's parents were so kind, and kidnapping me made no sense."

If Petyr's vassal house survived, then the assumption would be that they sailed to Savir after their exile. The survivors somehow made a name for themselves and founded the Dryoak Consortium? It sounded a little too far-fetched. For all Kanae knew, this was wistful thinking on Petyr's part.

But Kanae had seen the extent of rage and fury a surviving member of an Ortesian house could achieve. Lord Charron channeled that anger into becoming the Demon Lord of Artaggon, who plotted to pay the empire back for their part in his house's downfall.

What if House Dryoak did intend harm on House Stormcloud? Petyr didn't think so, but if it were true, then her house had a right to defend themself.

"You ended up fighting the consortium thugs, right?" Kanae recalled. "Did you find out anything from them?"

"No." Petyr shook her head. "I beat a few of them to within an inch of their lives, and they still kept their mouths shut. It was almost commendable, if not infuriatingly aggravating. Some possessed enchanted items to fend me off, and they used smoke bombs to escape."

Kanae's glass had gone empty. The wine was just too good. She half-expected Petyr to pour her another. Her eyes flicked to the bottle, but… it was empty?! The elf was swaying side to side, on the verge of teetering off the seat, and occasionally hiccupping.

"Oh. Kanae, I think we drank it all…" Petyr clicked her tongue and stared into the bottle.

"No, you drank it all! I only had two glasses! Oh, god. You're drunk. I've literally traded one alcoholic high elf for another… Alright, let's get you back to your room." Kanae sighed.

Petyr was being surprisingly cooperative. Kanae got one arm around her shoulder, but the high elf being as tall as Estaline made moving in tandem difficult. The warhammer she brought in tipped over, cracking one of the floorboards on impact. That was going to cost them.

Even without all her armor, Petyr was heavy. The paladin was built from top to bottom in lean muscle despite her princess appearance.

Kanae tripped over her own foot, and they tumbled into bed with Petyr on top. The elf's eyes were screwed shut. She snored like grunting pigs. It didn't look like she was waking up anytime soon.

"I am so dead tomorrow when she wakes up and sees us like this…" Kanae resigned herself to her fate.

"I need to know…" Petyr muttered half-consciously. "What happened to Riley… she was… my best…"

The next word never came, but Kanae knew what it was. Petyr's entire body was tense. Not because of her muscles though. Stress, most likely. All her life, trained to be a knight in an unforgiving and cutthroat empire. They expected everything from her and gave nothing in return.

Well, if Kanae was going to be killed tomorrow, then it didn't matter what she did. She hugged Petyr and gently stroked her back. Little by little, the elf began to relax. The knots in her shoulders loosened.

"Maybe you're not so bad after all." Kanae chuckled.


Chapter 25

When morning arrived, the window and drapes Petyr had left open beamed sunlight straight into Kanae's eyes. She winced and turned her head away from the rays. Petyr was still on top of her, fast asleep and snoozing. The door creaked open, and in strolled Claudia as carefree as can be— until she saw them.

"Why, hello!" Claudia was about to dive in to join them.

Kanae shook her head as frantically as possible.

Luckily, an angel came just in time. Alicia grabbed Claudia from behind, pressing a cloth to her sister's mouth and nose. She fell limp, and the rogue succubus offered an acknowledging nod before dragging her out.

As soon as the door shut, Kanae breathed a sigh of relief. Then Petyr's eyes slowly opened, and their gazes met.

"I-I can explain," Kanae began nervously, "you got drunk, and we tripped! I swear nothing happened. I didn't touch you inappropriately or…"

Petyr sat up and surveyed the room. She saw the wine bottle, the empty glasses, and went to pick up her warhammer. Kanae expected death to come swiftly, but the high elf made her way to the door and paused with a hand on the knob.

"Thanks. For listening to me last night. I only ever told Vesh. Don't worry. You won't see me show weakness again after today," Petyr said.

"We'll look for Riley. If the Dryoak Consortium is related to your vassal House Dryoak, then I'll help you find out," Kanae promised her.

"I'll hold my breath." The tip of her ears turned crimson. "And it goes without saying, you better not tell anyone we spent the night together. Moreover… on the same bed! I'll kill you so hard, you won't have a next life!"

Petyr stormed out, presumably to her own room. Kanae breathed a sigh of relief for having survived. A second later, the door opened wide. No one was there. It promptly closed shut. Alicia, holding an unconscious Claudia, dropped her Magical Stealth. A teasing smile adorned her face.

"Well, well. The high elf is weak to succubi after all. Perhaps Claudia and I should have a go," Alicia suggested.

"We didn't bang, if that's what you're thinking. And don't bring this up to anyone! You're going to get us killed," Kanae groaned.

Edina was the last to wake up, and when she did, they went downstairs to grab breakfast on the taproom floor. Alicia and Claudia were making it excruciatingly awkward casting glances between them.

"I got a sinking feeling something funky happened. Why is everyone all quiet for?" Edina asked while stuffing her mouth with bread.

"Why don't you ask Kanae?" Claudia teased.

"Nothing happened! Can we focus? Jhene and Elaine stole a bunch of keys that can open chambers in the Under Roads. We need to track them down before they get whatever it is the cult kept hidden down there," Kanae explained.

"Perhaps there is a better way," Alicia interjected, brows knitted tightly together while in thought. "Searching for them would be too difficult. We should instead focus our efforts into identifying which mining settlements uncovered Under Road ruins."

That way, they would run into Kanae and her party instead. Archmage Donnu pleaded for them to keep those keys out of cult succubi hands. Unfortunately, paying a visit to the Emerald Palace wasn't possible any more. Not with Sultana Dudula being a paranoid madwoman.

Kanae was going to have to get Seif and Panner in on this. Information on Under Roads discoveries must be flowing back to them somehow. They could connect her with Donnu, and ultimately gain access to Ordane University's treasure trove of knowledge. For now, Kanae had to get an old friend back into the party. With the Dervishes gone, Renya should mostly be safe now. Hopefully…

The real problem was finding her. Fortunately, a scoundrel such as Renya could only be residing in one such place in Bravost— the Shaded Pits.

The Shaded Pits. A breeding ground for the lowly denizens of Bravost, named as such for existing underneath the shadow of the city. Below the high streets, walls, and buildings, it was down here that the refuse lived. Oftentimes discarded, too. Unwanted children, born from a union between a highborn and paramour, were cast down here to be forgotten and severed from their birthright inheritance. Some poor citizen, who wronged a noble or simply crossed paths with one having a bad day, escaped into the depths to avoid hired assassins.

For the most part, at least from what Kanae and Edina had learned from Adiya at the Commons, it was home to the many lawless organizations on this side of Savir. Many of whom had been paid off by Sultana Dudula to supplement her strength against Cerberus and the Harpy King.

Kanae and Edina knew Renya best, so the task to retrieve her fell to them. Too many outsiders heading into the Shaded Pits would draw attention and cause a commotion. Adiya, the red-headed human woman secretly in service to Rown Company, agreed to rendezvous with them in the dead of night.

As the sun was setting, and a fiery red and orange glow stretched across the horizon, the three met underneath a long bridge. Passing carriages and wagons creaked above them, and their passengers complained loudly about their lot in life. The trio stood on a ledge, overlooking a sharp drop into the Shaded Pits. Adiya led them up to a coil of rope, which Kanae quickly gathered that they were going to need to climb down with.

"Three hells. Is it so bad that there ain't a normal way to go down?" Edina asked.

"Bravost was built many, many suns ago," Adiya started with a tour guide-like attitude. "The deserts around these parts used to flood every winter season. Architects constructed the city in such a way that it stood above the waters. Of course, it floods no more in the present day. The Shaded Pits was never intended to be a living space. But without the danger of floods, people gradually began to inhabit Bravost's underbelly, creating a city of its own with entirely different cultures and traditions from the surface!"

Kanae peered over the edge. Countless specks of lights flickered below, barely illuminating the going-ons of the winding maze that was the Shaded Pits. Where the three of them were going to descend, there only seemed to be darkness. This must be a secret entrance. The shadows shifted below in the little alley where they would land. Her natural darksight as a succubus spotted a couple of people lying in wait.

Their guide was about to toss the rope until Kanae grabbed her shoulder. She whipped around in confusion.

"Throw the rope, but we're not using it to go down. Edina and I will carry you down instead," Kanae said.

"Huh? Well… okay," Adiya replied nervously.

After hurling the rope into the darkness, they heard a heavy thud as the rest of it hit ground. Kanae picked Adiya up, and they descended into the Shaded Pits. It was a fair way down, enough that someone surviving the fall would need serious healing afterwards.

They landed in a spacious corridor with stacks of empty crates piled high. Each end of the street curved out of sight. A narrow path, formed from the base of the bridge's stone column and earth, led into the alley. Hushed whispers inside snapped back and forth.

"Alrighty, boys. Payday time. No killing unless they struggle."

"We've been waiting all night! You absolutely sure whoever this is ain't some urchin like us?"

"I know they ain't. I saw the glint of pretty robes the last time they was here."

Kanae nodded to Edina to take care of the thugs. The necromancer rubbed her hands together and giggled menacingly. She summoned a single undead warrior, then ordered her minion to enter.

"Eh? Someone's coming, but not from above!" a panicked voice exclaimed.

"WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT?!" their partner in crime screamed.

There was no fighting, no sound of clashing steel, or a struggle. After the blood-curdling cries, everyone went quiet. The terrified Adiya clung to Kanae's back and in utter fear of Edina.

"Did you just kill them?" Kanae folded her arms.

"I didn't do shit. I just walked in there, and they shat themselves unconscious." Edina shrugged.

They entered the short alley to investigate. Two heavily cloaked men, beastmen in race judging by their furry ears, laid on the ground and foamed at the mouths.

"How shameful…" Adiya reprimanded herself. "I thought I covered all my tracks. Made sure no one followed me. To think, I could have gotten myself killed. Or worse, lead them to my Lady Renya." She picked up one of the men's knives and poised it to her chest. "A disgraceful mistake that can only be repaid in death!"

Kanae charmed Adiya before the knife plunged into her chest. "Are you crazy?! Geez… I know you guys are fiercely loyal to Renya, but I didn't think it was fanatical. You still need to lead us to her. I also don't want to be the one to explain that you gutted yourself."

"Y-You're right! My sincerest apologies!" She dropped the knife as soon as Kanae released her control.

Their foray into the Shaded Pits was unlike anything Kanae had ever seen in a city. Pockets of communities excavated the earth to make homes. People mostly crowded around bridge columns and building foundations. Bazaars were set up wherever the moonlight was plentiful, and more shady deals took place in the darkest corners. An entire economy separate from the surface counterparts flourished down here, and those in squalor made a living.

Not a single Bravost city guard could be spotted. Instead, the muscles were the different gangs and mercenary groups, who openly displayed their emblems. They mostly kept to themselves, but it was clear by their bloodthirsty glares that each faction was one shoulder-bump away from fighting. Even a few members of the Dryoak Consortium wandered about, but Kanae couldn't confront them here.

The goal was to find Renya, not pick a fight.

"If I remember right, Lady Renya said she was staying low in a pub called Racket's Pub. We should be near," Adiya explained.

They approached a small bar at a busy intersection, where wagons came and went through a large tunnel in the earth.

"Where does that go?" Edina asked.

"It is one of the Shaded Pits' many entrances. They lead out of the city. It is how vehicles enter unseen. Lady Renya actually came through one after being denied entry on the surface," Adiya said.

The ground shuddered a little. People started abandoning their carts or hiding underneath it. Others deserted the intersection as quickly as possible. Armed thugs marched down the street on a mission. Not wanting any trouble, Adiya beckoned for Kanae and Edina to hide behind a nut stand. The squirreling reached up to grab a handful and shoved them into her mouth.

They watched as the group surrounded Racket's Pub. The ribcage of a large, long-dead dire beast framed the entrance into the bar, and a serpentine skull hung from above the door. Light from the inside seemed to brighten, and silhouettes seen from the dirty windows shuffled about.

"Oh, no. Lady Renya is in there!" Adiya gasped.

"I know the dark elf bitch is around!" A bear of a human man stepped forward from the marauders and brandished a heavy club. "Come out! You cheated in our last game of Ortesia Hold 'em. You owe me a pouch of gold. Or, you can pay for it with that body of yours!"

When no one inside the pub answered, the leader motioned for them onward. Violent shots rang out. Arcane bolts punched through the curtain that draped over the entrance. They struck the two closest thugs, knocking them out cold. Magical burns scarred their chests.

Everyone stampeded for Racket's Pub at once. More shots fired out, more than a single person with two guns could manage. Which meant it was definitely Renya, whose clones formed a firing line inside. Before long, over 30 groaning men laid strewn on the ground, their bodies smoking from magical burns.

Renya emerged from the pub twirling a flintlock pistol. "Now, how are you going to threaten someone if you can't put some bite behind your bark? That wasn't even exciting. I had more fun watching you all keep raising when I had pocket aces! Tsk, tsk, tsk. Should've folded."

"My lady! You're alright!" Adiya rushed out to meet her.

It wasn't until Kanae and Edina came out, too, did Renya's lips twitch into a beaming grin. She threw her arms out to welcome them, then kicked the thug leader in the head to knock him unconscious.

"Hello, hello! My dear friends, it is great to see you again after we departed from The Diamond! Kanae, my loins have been lonely without you." Renya clasped each of their hands.

The Renya Rown that Kanae saw now looked a lot different. Gone were her crimson longcoat and tricorn hat. A light brown cloak wrapped around her shoulders, draping down to her waist. A turban wrapped her head, and only a few stray clusters of platinum hair poked through. She even wore something like a pair of safety goggles that looked silly on her.

"Pocket aces, huh? You definitely pulled a fast one on them," Edina said knowingly.

"I'm an honest gambler, I swear!" Renya threw her hands in the air and winked. "Come on, let's go inside. Racket has the nastiest swill you can drink!"

Everyone in the block returned to what they were doing as if this was a normal occurrence for them. Kanae and Edina followed Renya in, but Adiya excused herself now that her work of guiding them here was done.

Renya was right. Racket's Pub practically served poison in a bottle. After drinking Petyr's incredibly delicious wine the other night, the alcohol down here was about as rancid as a pool of stagnant water. The owner of the bar, Racket, was a former Bravost soldier-turned pub-owner. He was an elderly centaur man, whose equine lower half was more bone than muscle. Kanae, Edina, and Renya sat around a table, which was cobbled together from a slab of wood laid on top of a barrel.

"Those Dervishes are finally out of the city? Fuck them. What a pain in the ass!" Renya downed her shot of moonshine as if it was water and poured another.

"We should still be careful though. There's two more Dervishes we haven't met yet. For all we know, they didn't attack the palace because they were looking for you," Kanae reasoned.

"That's fine and dandy with me. Dealing with two is better than five. Still though, collecting a debt from my old man, huh? The Harpy King's got guts," she muttered, falling into thought and babying the drink in hand.

"What in three hells is the deal between your pops and the Harpy King anyway?" Edina asked.

Renya shrugged.

"When Solasta Rown passed, he took his secrets and business dealings with him to the grave. Left a lot of deals unfinished, too. My brother's deep down in Aidenhall's dungeon, and we're here in Savir. I'll find out one way or another though. But, uh… I'm in a little bit of a pickle. I can't exactly leave the Shaded Pits yet," Renya explained anxiously.

"Why…" Kanae braced for a dumb explanation.

"You see, I lost a flintlock in a game of Wild Dice." She sat her one remaining firearm on the table and sighed. "I'm not leaving my baby behind."

"Hehe. What you need is Lady Luck on your side, and Edina, the luckiest gambler in the world is here just for that!" Edina proudly puffed out her chest.

Kanae slapped a hand to her face and groaned. It did turn out to be a dumb explanation.

"Who has it?" Kanae sighed.

The pirate lord lowered her voice to a whisper. "The Three Stooges. I shit you not, that's the name of their merry band. It's a trio of ogre brothers, who made a name for themselves here. If it was anyone else, I'd have blasted their heads off for trying to take my precious baby. Ogres, though? You can't exactly blow up a mountain of muscle."

"Ogres… in Bravost?" She panted heavily until Edina nudged her in the side.

"Eyes on the prize, pal! We got more important things to worry about than you getting reamed out the wazoo. So, Renya. Where are these punks? I wanna throw my paws in," Edina said.

Renya flashed a smile, hoping for exactly this. Kanae and Edina followed her to another block of the Shaded Pits. The traffic here was much lighter, and its people were even shadier than the last. Men in the clutches of a mildly attractive woman entered homes carved into the earth, fucking away their worries and troubles. This avenue of pleasure stirred Kanae's groin even though nothing was touching her.

At the very end of the road was a building in which the architecture matched Bravost's surface. Vertical grooves and indents ran the length of the height of the building. Bright light bled through the boarded up windows, pocked with arrow holes from a skirmish or siege in the past. The sound of raucous fun rose and fell like ragged breathing, a sign that a celebration must be going on inside. A long wooden plank had been nailed above the door. It read, 'Da Stoogs Den' written in poor, almost illegible writing.

Whoever etched the words probably meant, 'The Stooges' Den'. That Renya was casually strolling up to the door must mean they were at the right place then.

"I'm back, you empty-headed sacks of meat!" Renya kicked the door open, knocking a man who was on his way out back in. "I want my gun back where it belongs— in my holster!"

The brightly-lit den contained all manner of lawless thugs imaginable, and they looked every bit repulsive. A bonfire billowed with smoke at the center of the room where floorboards had been ripped out and replaced by sand. Thick cuts of slimy meat, likely from slain dire beasts in the desert, roasted beside the flames.

An ogre, much like Thume in appearance but more rotund than muscular, picked up the meat and tore into it with his yellow teeth. His left eye peered curiously at them since an eyepatch covered the other.

"Da dark elf back to lose again? Hahaha!" As if on cue, the ogre's laughter plunged the entire room into laughing, too.

Renya threw an arm to Kanae and Edina. "I brought new challengers, Cyclops! A squirreling that's going to bitch slaps you in a game of Wild Dice, and a horny succubus willing to give her body to get my gun back!"

"There were a thousand other ways to introduce me!" Kanae cried, red up to her ears as everyone in the room now stared at her with molesting eyes.

The ogre named Cyclops exhaled out his nose. He belted out a cross between a burp and guttural roar. Heavy footfalls shook the room, and two more ogres emerged from the back. One stood upright, unlike the hunched form his race usually had and gave the impression of a lumbering giant. The other was noticeably shorter than his brothers, but he was stout and built like a brick wall.

"Wurm, Renya came back with friends. Says she wants da shooty thing back," Cyclops said to the taller of the two.

"Hmm? Dis ding?" Wurm ran his finger along the many trophies attached to his belt. Weapons, skulls, pieces of armor, a large bone with bits of meat, and finally the ornate flintlock pistol. He held it pinched between two fingers and stared down the barrel of the weapon. "Damn ding no shooty-shooty like she makes it. Wurm dink it broken."

"Yeah… just keep it pointed at your eye, big guy… So, what do you say? Another game?" Renya asked, gritting her teeth more tightly than usual.

All three brothers huddled up together and whispered something in a broken language. The smaller of the trio turned to them with his arms folded.

"Pink no play unless you got something to wager," the ogre referring to himself as Pink said.

"How about my friend here?" Edina suggested and patted Kanae on the back.

"What?" Kanae gaped in bafflement.

"This succubus has been fucked by the biggest dicks in the world. I bet you ogres haven't been able to find some nice ogre ladies or chicks to shove your cocks into. Kanae over here can take ogres. She's taken a couple before. One fuck for each of you. That's my wager," the squirreling offered.

Pink, Wurm, and Cyclops swallowed hard, and Kanae shuddered. Her pussy leaked like a running river. After a few seconds of deliberating, they agreed.

"We got a game! Clear da floor!" Cyclops boomed.

All at once, patrons lifted the furniture and brought them to the edge of the room. The tall sat on chairs, and the small stood on top of tables. They formed a ring and blocked the door. All but a single table next to the raging bonfire remained. Only Pink stepped up to play, and Edina met him at the table.

"How is Wild Dice played?" Kanae whispered to Renya.

"Probably the simplest game of chance you can ever play," Renya began tensely. "A dice is tossed on the table. Each player rolls a single dice of their own, and whoever's dice value is closest to the first dice wins. Draws are rolled again."

Wurm gestured Kanae forward with a grunt and flick of his chin. She glanced around nervously until Renya urged her forward. The two met at the table beside both players. He deposited a grimy, six-sided die into her palm.

"Nothing fishy. Now you witnessed. Roll dice, succubus." Wurm nodded.

Kanae did just that, and tossed the dice onto the table. It rolled to a stop on four. Wurm offered her two dice again from his palm. He told her to take one and hand it to Edina. She did, and he gave the remaining dice to his brother, Pink.

The tension in the tavern grew thick. Kanae was confident Edina would win. The squirreling had an unnatural luck streak, and maybe there really was a deity named Lady Luck, who frequently blessed her.

Both players shook the dice encaged in their fingers, then loosed them onto the table. Edina's rolled to a stop on three, and Pink's… on four. Cheers erupted from the spectators. Edina was flabbergasted, and Renya sucker punched a poor spectator out of fury.

"What the fuck… How?" Edina stared at her dice in disbelief.

"You lose, bitch. The succubus is Stooges fuck toy now!" Pink exclaimed.

Suddenly, large hands picked Kanae up. Wurm returned to Cyclops' side, and they both sputtered uncharming giggles. The two dropped their leather poorly-stitched leather pants, revealing enormous cocks with thick, bulging veins.

"Uh… Guys, do some— mmmph!" Cyclops' dick silenced Kanae as he tried to pry her mouth open with the tip.

Wurm fingered her with a fat finger that was as large as a normal human's dick. She squirmed and writhed to his violent prodding. Pleasure nipped at her body. The cheers exploded as they put on a show with her as entertainment.

Dissatisfied that Kanae couldn't fit his dick into her mouth, Cyclops grabbed the back of her head and forced her lips to run up and down the length of the shaft. Wurm, on the other hand, had enough of fingering her, and rubbed his massive member against her entrance.

"Hahh… Hahh… Give it to me! I want your big fat ogre cocks inside me!" Kanae panted heavily.

"Wurm give succubus what she wants den!" Wurm bucked his hips once, forcing the enormous piece of meat into her pussy.

Kanae threw her head back and howled in pleasure.

"I'm cumming already! I'm cumming! Aaahhhh!" Kanae's eyes snapped open as an orgasm rippled through her.

"Ooough! Squirreling right… Dis succubus pussy… so tight… Wurm wants to keep her!" Wurm, holding Kanae by the waist with a single hand, repeatedly pumped into her until he blew his scalding load.

A second orgasm tortured Kanae as hot ogre cum poured into her womb. It was too much for her to contain and squirted out where they were connected, pooling on the floor.

"My turn, my turn!" Cyclops demanded.

The brothers exchanged Kanae, turning her around to be used again. She welcomed another ogre cock sliding effortlessly into her impatient cunt. While this was going on, Edina slammed a fist on the table.

"One more!" Edina growled, eyes still fixed on the dice.

"Why? Pink don't want to play again. Pink want to fuck succubus, but… Small one has nice staff. Bet it sells nice. Wager dat and sweeten da pot with two more things," Pink offered.

"Deal." Renya didn't hesitate to put down her second flintlock.

Edina, however, struggled to part with the Pillar of the Damned. Even though Kanae was in the throes of depraved pleasure, she could tell how hard it must be for the necromancer. In fact, she wanted to tell her friend it was fine not to. Two ogres was fun, but a third would make it a party…

The way Cyclops and Wurm fucked her was so good, Kanae wanted to stay their toy for the remainder of the night. At least once they had passed out, she could steal Renya's flintlock back.

But Edina did the unthinkable. The necromancer opened a dark portal and pulled out the Scythe of Soul Reaping. She plunged both the scythe and staff into the sand, fastening them upright on their own. Pink's glinting eyes widened with interest.

"Scythe of Soul Reaping and the Pillar of the Damned. A necromancer will either pay you a country's fortune or kill you for these," Edina said through a clenched jaw.

"Now we talking! Pink knows just da buyer once Pink wins!" Pink applauded.

Despite having polishing Wurm's nob and taking a ramming from Cyclops' dick, Kanae wasn't deaf to what their brother just said. Edina's demeanor darkened.

"Wurm. Dice!" Pink shouted.

"Fine." Wurm groaned and pulled away from the spitroast.

"Hehe… Have you to Cyclops self! Gonna show you a skill to make you pregnant!" Cyclops dropped to the floor with Kanae beneath him in the missionary position, and she knew exactly what this entailed. "Mating Press!"

Kanae saw white. That ogre skill!

Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap! Plap!

The floorboards groaned with every thrust. Cyclops didn't just pound Kanae's pussy. His cock repeatedly crushed her womb. The powerful pistoning threatened to make her unable to enjoy any other race's dick again. She instinctively switched on Masochist, and her eyes rolled back from the pain adding to the pleasure.

"Yes! More! Fuck me into a mess! I want to be an ogre pocket pussy for the rest of my life! I'll be your mate! I'll give birth to your ogre babies!" Kanae screamed deliriously.

"Cyclops like da sound of dat. How about a kissy promise?" The ogre pressed his lips to her, and they made out sloppily like inexperienced teenagers, but it was mostly him licking her face.

Meanwhile, Renya and Wurm did the dice exchange that Kanae had done earlier with him. The dark elf rolled the first die. Kanae couldn't see anything but the bottom of the table— and saw something she shouldn't have.

As Edina and Pink were given a dice by their respective partners, the ogre player's other hand subtly reached under the table, where a wand was taped to the underside.

These bastards were cheating. Kanae reined in her sex-crazed frenzy just enough to cast a spell. Magic Hand. Cyclops was too busy pummeling her pussy to notice. Wurm had his back turned to her and watched the table. Edina and Pink were about to throw their dice.

The translucent hand appeared underneath the table and yanked the wand away from his grasp. Pink's hand grabbed empty space just as they both rolled. Panic washed over the ogre. He didn't even hide it anymore and glanced underneath the table.

"Yes!" Edina hooted.

Whatever roll they made, it sounded like the squirreling's dice rolled better. Moans interrupted Kanae's breath of relief, and Cyclops emptied his balls into her pussy. Mating Press ended. Some experience points updated in her character sheet but not enough to level.

[Skill Drain has temporarily acquired the skill Mating Press.

Mating Press: While performing intercourse in the missionary position, the recipient is unable to resist or escape until coitus. Power of the skill scales off STR. Speed of the skill scales off DEX.]

"Huh? What happened?" Cyclops, having noticed the change in his brothers' moods, got off Kanae to investigate the commotion.

"Dey cheated!" Pink threw a tantrum and stomped angrily.

"No… Nngh!" Kanae rose unsteadily to her feet and a flood of spunk gushed out of her pussy. "You were cheating. You had a wand under the table this entire time." She compelled Magic Hand to bring the wand out and flicked it at a dice on the table and, as expected, caused it to roll. "Enchanted with telekinetic magic."

All three ogre brothers were dumbstruck and speechless. They weren't even smart enough to defend themselves or lay claim that Kanae owned the wand instead. Renya clicked her boots and blinked next to Wurm, snatched her flintlock, and vanished away before he could react. Edina picked up both of her necromantic weapons and darted back, too.

"A wand, huh?" Renya primed both guns with arcane magic. "Clever, for a bunch of ogres. I'm an honest player, but I can respect the hustle. I just hope you don't mind paying the consequences. By the way, Wurm, my guns aren't broken. They just needed a little mana."

"What was that about you knowing a necromancer to sell my shit to? I need a name, bozo. And no one's getting out until I do." Edina summoned Death Knight Cantu to block the entrance, and her eyes brimmed with foul necromantic energy.

The patrons, who had armed themselves for a fight, now trembled in fear. Some outright pissed themselves at the sight of a high level undead monstrosity.

"As for me… you ogres really got me going. Hehe. I still want you to fuck my brains out. Once Renya and Edina are done with you, I'm going to have you three all to myself~" Kanae squeezed her breast and fingered jizz out of her pussy to make room for more.

They descended upon Cyclops, Pink, and Wurm, who had bunched together in a terrified clump.

"No… We sorry! Ah! Aaahhhh!" the ogre brothers screamed at the top of their lungs.

Kanae staggered out from the back room of the Three Stooges' den. Her ass and pussy were sore, still throbbing with pleasure. Ogre spunk leaked from every hole, even from her nostrils and ears. Jizz caked her entire body, starting from the top of her head down to the toes. The brothers laid unconscious inside the dark room, their cocks finally limp and balls drained empty. She leaned against the doorframe, ponytail undone, hair matted against skin, and thoroughly satiated.

At least for now.

Scanning the taproom floor, most of the Stooges' underlings had fled. Three unlucky ones remained, forced to play a game of Poker with Edina and Renya while they waited on Kanae to finish her meal.

Renya whistled sharply. "It's always inspiring to see how much dick you can take!"

"Clean yourself up already! Ogre jizz has a strong smell, and I don't need it sticking to my clothes." Edina grimaced.

"Oh, alright." Disappointed, Kanae tidied herself up with Prestidigitation to vanish the hot embrace of fresh ogre seed. "I kind of blacked out earlier, but did you learn anything about the necromancer?"

Edina revealed a straight, and everyone else around the table erupted in groans. She scooped the pile of coins into a sack, then shooed the players— to their sheer relief— away. Renya clicked her tongue and tossed her hand, revealing a pair that had no chance of beating the squirreling.

"Before you yanked them away for a gangbang, Pink name-dropped the Dryoak Consortium," Edina said.

"These ogres had dealings with them?" Kanae gasped.

"Kind of." She shook her head. "It's more like a lot of underground traders end up selling found magical and enchanted items to them. The consortium's the one with a list of clients. The Three Stooges are probably one of 'em."

"They wanted my guns. They wanted your scythe and staff, too. Sounds to me the consortium pays well. And you know what they say about someone who has a lot of money." Renya gathered all the cards on the table and shuffled them. "They also have a lot of power."

Petyr might be happy to learn about this. It was their first real lead on the mysterious Dryoak Consortium. If they really did buy goods that were magical in nature, that could be exploited to sniff them out.

Fortunately, Kanae had just the stooges to help. Her eyes snapped to the room left ajar. Pink, Wurm, and Cyclops slept with blissful expressions on their faces, although the three of them did look a little more gaunt than before. She grabbed a tall glass of beer from the counter, returned to the room, and poured it over Pink.

The ogre snapped awake, sputtering alcohol that slipped down his nose and mouth. He glanced up at Kanae with a mixture of fear and arousal, but his dick was too spent to rise at the sight of her.

"N-No more! Okay, maybe tomorrow. But Pink has nothing left to give now!" Pink gestured to his dried up sack.

"Get up already." Kanae gave him a swift kick to the back, and he stumbled out of the room on his knees before Edina and Renya. "You and your brothers are going to set up a meeting with the Dryoak Consortium. Tell them you have special magical items they might be interested in."

"What for? We got nothing for dem to buy," he said seriously.

"Because you won't be selling anything." Renya pressed the barrel of her gun to his forehead. "You're just going to tell them you do. Tell us the meeting place. We'll do the rest. Did I get the gist of your plan, Kanae?"

Kanae nodded.

If the Three Stooges regularly sold magical items to the Dryoak Consortium, then they had no reason to refuse a meeting. Kanae and the others only needed to capture whoever came out. Petyr could get the answers she wanted about her old friend, Riley.

"Pink can do it! But… Dryoaks smart. Dey won't come unless we got something to show for!" Pink exclaimed.

They exchanged glances, and it looked like neither Edina nor Renya were willing to part with anything on their persons. Kanae sighed.

"Sorry, Mitty. I'll make it up to you when I come home." Kanae pulled off the Ring of Scorching Ray and undid the Collar of Domination from her neck. She offered both to the ogre. "Can you bait them out with these?"

"What dey do?" Pink stared at them like they were mundane objects.

"The ring shoots small fireballs or a beam of flame. The collar grants a skill to control animals and dire beasts. Are they good enough?" she asked, already feeling their absences.

He nodded enthusiastically. "Should be. Pink do dis for sexy succubus! But takes some time. Dey don't answer very fast… Hard to find, too."

Good. A meeting with the Dryoak Consortium had been secured. Kanae was confident the Three Stooges were too dumb to betray her. After giving them the best sex of their lives, they probably wanted to stay in her good graces for more.

Pink and his brothers would send someone to inform Kanae once a meeting was set in stone. Until then, some serious firepower had returned to her retinue. Reuniting with Renya Rown took the heat off their backs and redirected it to their enemies. A necessary strength, given who they were going up against.

The next time Kanae faced the Queen-Mother's daughters or the Dervish Five, they were going to have quite the surprise waiting for them.

Renya was excited to rejoin them, too.


Chapter 26

Come morning, they convened in the taproom of the inn they were staying at. While Petyr glared daggers at the pirate lord, Claudia and Alicia were more receptive to her return.

"Ah, Petyr! You stare at me any longer, and I'm going to think you're in love with me! Did my absence worry you so? Fear not! I shan't leave your side ever again~" Renya teased.

"I'm appalled and disappointed you're still alive. Though, I suppose I shouldn't be surprised that one of Ortesia's most wanted is so resourceful." Petyr spat on the floor.

"I, for one, am glad Renya's back! Now it's fun!" Claudia threw an arm around Renya's shoulders, and they clinked their beer mugs before downing them together.

The paladin turned to Kanae with a tense look and asked, "You really believe those brainless ogres will arrange a meeting with the Dryoak Consortium?"

"Those guys are our only other lead. I also like to think I was pretty convincing." Kanae patted her lower belly.

Petyr rolled her eyes in disgust, but there was a glimmer of hope. Although the high elf didn't say it out aloud, Kanae recognized gratitude when she didn't grumble about her crude joke.

For the time being, Edina, Renya, and Petyr stayed put at the inn in case the Stooges sent someone. Kanae, Alicia, and Claudia made a trip to the museum to meet with Seif and Panner. The two scholars were in the middle of leading a tour when they arrived. Panner excused himself and broke off to rush over.

"You have to stop dropping in unannounced! People are going to start thinking I'm under a succubus' charm if I keep associating with you," Panner whispered.

"I'm here to give you that boobjob I promised." Kanae untied her cloak and gave him an eyeful of her cleavage.

"Yes, ma'am. Right this way!" He ushered them to the back.

Claudia and Alicia joined Seif's tour while Kanae followed Panner into the office. As soon as they entered, she locked the door and shoved him into a chair. The man quickly dropped his pants, and a modest penis sprung out at the ready.

"Is this what you've been looking forward to?" Kanae purred, sandwiching his dick between her breasts. They were big enough to envelop it whole. Only the very tip peeked out, and throbbed intensely as she pumped up and down.

"Oooh! Yes!" Panner moaned aloud.

Kanae had mastered boobjobs early on when she entered this world and had achieved Boobjob Proficiency very quickly. Men's fantasy over two mounds of fat made them easy prey, and even easier to control without the use of charm. The skill made it so even those stronger than her couldn't resist, so what hope did a regular human man have?

"Yeah? You like that? How about this~" Kanae stuck her tongue out, letting saliva dribble down. It lubricated her breasts and Panner's dick, allowing them to slide more easily. Every time his member poked out, she gave the tip an enticing lick. Not enough to make him climax, but to drive him close.

"Please, don't tease me! I want to shoot it all over your chest… let me orgasm already!" Panner begged.

"Nu-uh. I need your help again. Sultana Dudula won't let me near the Emerald Palace. I have to speak with Archmage Donnu. Being his colleague, you probably have a way of contacting him. Agree to this, and I'll give you the best climax of your life," Kanae said.

"I knew something was up when you came in suddenly. Ugh. The answer is no! I'm not going to risk drawing the archmage or the sultana's ire!" he exclaimed.

"You sure?" She stopped pumping her breasts and instead squeezed the base of his dick with her hand.

Panner's brows furrowed from a deep moral dilemma as he debated over what to do. He shut his eyes shamefully and relented.

"Fine! I'll do it. You're going to charm me if I don't anyway. I might as well get a happy ending over this!" Panner cried.

"Good boy, Panner. You make me so proud by being brave!" Kanae complimented, picking up speed with her breasts and sucking the tip of his dick.

The resigned scholar's guilt vanished. His hands clenched the armrests, and his hips bucked to the rhythm of Kanae's pumping. She casted Turn Horny, and with him already at the verge of climax, he fired a thick load all over her breasts and face.

Panner slumped into the seat like his soul had left his body. For a human, he was sure pent-up. Kanae wrung the rest with her hands. She licked the cum off her lips before cleaning it off with Prestidigitation.

"That was… incredible…" Panner muttered, only to look up at her with steeled resolve. "Haha! Now that I've climaxed, my post-nut clarity will shield me from your charms! You can forget our promise, minx."

"Not how that works. But if you're so confident about being in control, I can prove you wrong without casting Charm." Kanae sat on top of him, sheathing his dick straight into her wet pussy and burying his face in her breasts.

Whatever ounce of resistance Panner had left went out with his dick when he blew his load. It took Kanae by surprise that he climaxed so soon. The fun had ended before it even started.

"Go on…" Panner sniffled. "I'm a quick shot, so what? Go ahead and make fun of me like all the prostitutes do!"

"Oh, I'm not going to make fun of you. Why would I? You were doing such a good job. It's okay. Just close your eyes and savor the feeling of being inside me." Kanae cooed and stroked the back of his head.

The simple words of tender encouragement and reassurance got Panner erect again while inside Kanae. She flashed a smile and bounced on his eager cock, all the while whispering sweet words into his ear.

Panner wrapped his arms around Kanae's back and shuddered. He exploded again, shooting fresh cum into her womb. She jerked with a start when he started sucking on one of her nipples. An inexperienced tongue lapped at the piercing, sending pleasure screeching up and down her spine.

Finally, when they separated, Panner looked like a new man. He wiped the sweat from his brows and cleared his throat.

"Whew. Let's speak to no one about this, yes?" Panner gazed up anxiously at her.

"No problem. As long as you keep your end of the deal." Kanae grinned.

"Yes, mommy— I MEAN, KANAE!" He winced painfully and groaned off to the side.

After recomposing himself, Panner went behind the desk to fetch something. It was a wand-sized metal rod fashioned out of iron and gold. An emerald jewel sat on one end.

"What is that?" Kanae asked.

"A simple transmitter rod. It sends a weak magical pulse to another wielder of the same rod and lights up the gem at one end. You can probably guess, Archmage Donnu holds the other. I'm going to contact him now. Whatever you want to speak to him about, please… make it seem like you coerced me into doing this," Panner explained and tapped a piece of crystallized mana against the rod.

A bluish portal opened in the space in front of them, and Archmage Donnu stepped out of it as casually as coming through a door. He had his back turned to them though, and he scanned the room in confusion. When the dark elven mage spun around and saw Kanae, he pressed a hand to his face and sighed.

"Panner, you idiot. I told you that's only to be used in emergencies!" Donnu threw his hands in the air.

"Kanae charmed me!" Panner pointed at her accusingly.

"You better have a good explanation for risking my head." He folded his arms.

"You wanted me to take the relics back from Jhene and Elaine. Searching for them is impossible, but lying in wait for them isn't. Give me all of the locations of your mining settlements and where Under Roads have been discovered. My friends and I can narrow down the most likely places and intercept them that way," Kanae explained.

Archmage Donnu grinded his teeth. He didn't answer immediately. Instead, he pulled out a mana potion to drink in one gulp, then waved his staff in a counter-clockwise motion that carved open another portal and walked through it. Kanae and Panner stared incredulously, wondering if he had stormed off in anger.

A few seconds later, the archmage returned with a rolled up scroll in hand and the portal closed shut. Donnu beckoned them over to the table, where he laid out a map and weighed down the corners with nearby books. Kanae recognized the geography as eastern Savir.

Almost a hundred stamps of a pickaxe marked the map. Some locations had black dotted lines that stretched in various directions. Others did not. Certain areas had a three-line tally, but they could be counted on one hand. There were more symbols like a lock, gate, and skull that didn't really make much sense to her.

"The dotted lines indicate Under Road paths, and the three horizontal lines denote collapses. We can infer at a 70% success rate where Under Roads are connected simply by following the direction of their tunnels." Archmage Donnu pointed to one path and traced his finger to another settlement.

"You're… making guesses?" Kanae stared in disbelief.

"They are educated hypotheses. Languages described in those halls make no sense to us. But there are certain patterns we've identified and traced to confirm our suspicions. The paths with a lock lead to vaults. Chances are, the succubi who stole the keys are looking for one such location," he explained.

Only two Under Road paths were marked with a lock. One led to a mining settlement named Borthas with a note that said, 'empty'. The other led west to Dry Gulch, a mining settlement a little farther than the other in a canyon called Nose of Hekaton.

"There's no way they know the closer one is empty, right?" Kanae asked.

"Doubtful. They will likely search Borthas first. Meaning you have time to reach Dry Gulch before them," Donnu said confidently.

Kanae committed the map to memory. Jhene and Elaine had a whole day of a head start but would waste time in Borthas. The trip to Dry Gulch looked like a two-day journey. They were going to have to haul ass to get there before them.

"Thanks. We'll get going right away," Kanae promised.

"Please, do." Archmage Donnu rolled up the map and noticed Panner's pants were still down. "For gods' sake, pull your trousers up!"

"S-Sorry!" Panner hastily did so.

When Kanae returned to Claudia and Alicia with the good news, both succubi were nearing the end of Seif's tour. The very last exhibit showcased a miniature stage-play using puppets to explain the fall of Savir's original empire. A museum employee who happened to be a crowned Geomancer created a small, localized earthquake to simulate an 'upheaval' that destroyed a palace.

It reminded Kanae of the little lecture Petyr had given her the last time they were here together. A Saviran dynasty had ruled for 5,000 years. That family perished. A power struggle ensued. Kanae couldn't shake the feeling that the Cult of Lust and Depravity had something to do with the family's downfall.

Once the play ended, the sisters came back to Kanae with only Alicia appearing oddly enlightened.

"You two enjoy yourselves?" Kanae asked.

"Alicia did. It was a snoozefest for me. Ughh…" Claudia looked bored out of her mind.

"At least you'll be glad to hear I have the location to where Jhene and Elaine will probably be next," she explained.

"Good. I can't wait to sink my blades into them for the embarrassment they caused me. They'll learn that my fury is patient and wrathful," Alicia said pointedly.

Kanae and Claudia gulped hard.

They hurried back to the inn to grab the others and get going, but upon arriving, one among their entourage was missing. The remaining two, Edina and Renya, were in panic.

"What took you three so long? We gotta go, like right now!" Edina implored frantically.

"Go where? And where's Petyr?" Kanae asked.

"The Stooges' messenger came while you were out. Said the Dryoaks agreed to a meeting at the ogre den," Renya explained.

So soon? Uh, oh.

The five of them raced to the Shaded Pits. They descended from the same bridge Adiya had shown them the other night. A trail of destruction and terror had been left behind in Petyr's wake. Some lowlives, who wrongly thought the high elf made for a good target, were lying on the ground and groaning in pain. A couple of more people were strewn about outside Da Stoogs Den.

Kanae burst through the door and found Petyr, holding her hammer to Wurm's chin. His two brothers, Pink and Cyclops, cowered behind him.

"What are you doing?!" Kanae cried.

"They said the Dryoaks would be here. I don't see anyone but damn ogres. Where are they? If you lied about setting up a meeting, there will be three hells to pay!" Petyr snarled.

"D-Dey coming! Dey coming! We swears!" Wurm barely got the words out as he stammered.

"Guys… We got company. Lots of it." Edina was peeking out of the door, and her eyes had an uncharacteristic graveness to them. "Someone's coming!"

Everyone backed up farther into the room expecting a fight. They swallowed hard as footfalls of heavy boots approached the door. A single person? Either extremely foolish or deadly confident about being able to take all of them on alone.

A high elven woman pushed open the door. Very briefly, Kanae saw a wall of people outside dressed in the Dryoak Consortium's tabard. The same was true of the one who had just entered. She wore a weather-worn poncho with many holes and tears that lost its usefulness years ago. A wide brimmed hat sat tilted on her head, hiding a pair of burning eyes that Kanae could feel was fixed on Petyr. Her black and dark brown doublet was sleeveless, sheared off by a knife and burned judging by the frayed and singed edges. Faded floral embroidery over the chest must have once been a brilliant gold, but now no more than just a tarnished tan.

"Never thought I'd see the day when the empire's mightiest stood alongside succubi. A lot really can change. Right, Petyr?" The woman lifted a cigar up to her lips and ignited it with a fiery finger. She took a few deep drags before lifting her hat to look at them.

Kanae and the others snapped in Petyr's direction. Her face was contorted with shock. The warhammer slipped from her hand and embedded into the floorboards with a crack.

"Riley?" Petyr gasped.

The high elven woman named Riley stood completely still in front of the door. Her gaze hidden behind her hat appraised each of them in turn, like a predator stalking its feast of prey. Kanae expected Petyr to utter more than just her name. After all, she finally came face to face with a long lost friend thought dead. Unfortunately, they had no words to exchange. Or maybe their exchange was a silent one.

Pain and guilt wracked Petyr's demeanor. She chewed on her lower lip, thoughts likely racing to come up with what to say. Riley, on the other hand, was cooler than night in the deserts of Savir. Kanae felt the tension from her companions, who were wondering if this stranger was friend or foe.

Eventually, Riley's posture slackened. It was as if her appraisal of them answered a couple of questions in her mind. Like whatever she was about to do wasn't worth the trouble.

Then, as if time had unfrozen itself, Riley casually moved to a seat. Claudia and Alicia twitched forward, but Kanae lifted a hand to stop them. The elf pulled a chair out from under a table, letting its legs drag and scrape loudly against the grimy floorboards. She sat down and took off her hat, revealing a pretty face still immaculately porcelain. The poncho only partially hid the tender pink of old burn scars that wrapped around her neck. More strikingly, a long scar ran from the lobe of her right ear, down the cheek, and bisected her lower lip in a slant. Her mop of short hair was dry and wiry, but the golden threads were still as brilliant as any one of high elven ancestry.

"Never thought I'd see the day where Petyr would be a thrall to a bunch of succubi," Riley said harshly, her raspy voice hacking through the tension like a machete into vegetation.

Petyr's mouth flopped open with an intent to reply, but nothing came out.

"Petyr isn't enthralled." Kanae took a seat across from the woman. "She isn't charmed either."

Riley scoffed and licked her gums. "Word on the street is that Ortesia lost the war against a kingdom of succubi and demons. Poor, poor Petyr. There goes her ticket to the Lord Council."

The arrogance in Riley's voice struck like a snake, whose fangs dripped maliciously with venom. Petyr didn't respond. It was oddly cathartic seeing the snappy, quick-tempered high elf so speechless. Yet, Petyr was a member of Amethyst Hall. They might not have gotten along, and their antagonisms still stung like a fresh wound from the war, but Kanae appreciated her for all she had done so far.

"Petyr's been genuinely worried about you. She might be a bitch, but that bitch made a solemn plea for me to help find you," Kanae said.

"Well, you found me. What now?" Riley's gaze rose to her old friend.

Petyr swallowed hard. If she swallowed her fear or courage, Kanae couldn't tell. But the paladin joined them at the table. Her eyes darted guiltily between Riley's neck burn and face scar.

"Oh." Riley undid the poncho to show the full extent of the burn on her throat. "I got this when I tripped while escaping the orchard. All our trees, my ancestors' hard work, showered us with ashes and burning debris. Then…" She winced, tracing the length of her scar with one finger. "When soldiers of House Stormcloud arrived, we ran to them for help. One of them offered me his sword instead of his hand. Luckily, my mother yanked me away in time. She wasn't so lucky herself."

"I'm so sorry, Riley." Petyr finally found the courage to speak. "I wasn't there, but I wish I had been. My family told me House Dryoak turned coat. I never believed them, even to this day."

She put her poncho back on and cleared her throat. "Save your apologies. They didn't give us a chance to plead for our innocence. Why should I let you do the same? I didn't purposefully walk into your trap today to talk to you." The ringleader of the Dryoak Consortium turned to Kanae with the same glint as Saviran merchants. "You have in your possession a key to an Under Roads vault. Seven was supposed to bring it to me, but he didn't. Well, name your price."

"The key? You can forget it. I'm not selling it," Kanae said firmly.

"Then I think we're done here. We won't interfere with you again. Not unless someone pays a much higher price." The high elf donned her hat and rose to leave.

Petyr shot Kanae a desperate look for help, to buy time until she figured out what to say. Once Riley left this room, there was a chance they might never see her again.

"Wait." Kanae intercepted her at the door. "Why do you want the key, and how were you going to help Seven rescue Theena? She's in the Harpy King's clutches. If you're working for him, we have a problem."

"The Dryoak Consortium works for no one but themselves. We source and find rare magical items. Not the mundane crap you find in a trinket store. I mean things of legends, ancient artifacts long buried, and dangerous tools hidden away. There's a price for everything. My clients tend to be… influential, and I have my ways. How about a new deal then? Instead of money, I'll tell you where to find that harpy boy's friend for the key?" Riley offered tauntingly, but without any attempts to deceive.

"I… refuse…"

"Not so selfless after all." She sneered.

"I want to make a deal," Edina said, earning Riley's full attention. "And I have the coins. These ogres were keen on getting their grubby paws on my scythe and staff. Said they could sell it to you, because you had a buyer, and the only buyers interested in my shit have gotta be other necromancers. I'm willing to pay for a name."

The corners of Riley's lips curved into a grin. It seemed like the head honcho of the Dryoak Consortium wasn't a stranger to selling information either. She struck a deal with Edina. Their whispers were too quiet for anyone to hear, but every now and then the squirreling erupted with shock.

Kanae pouted from being left out when Edina beckoned Renya over into their business deal. The shrewd businesswoman facilitated the rest of the discussions. Their back and forth came to a conclusion when Riley grabbed a fistful of ashes from the fire pit, then extended the same hand forward to shake. Renya and Edina took turns to make a dusty handshake.

"Pleasure doing business with you." Riley nodded.

Well, at least Edina looked satisfied. Renya, less so.

Members of the Dryoak Consortium had vanished while Kanae and their leader was in here. The streets returned to their normal functions, and people milled about as if nothing happened. Finally, when it looked like Riley was going to disappear into the Shaded Pits, Petyr followed her out of the ogre's den.

"Riley!" Petyr shouted, and her old friend paused to spare a glance back. "Remember when we were kids, I received news of my imminent training for knighthood? We vowed to rise to the Lord Council together. I also promised to use my strength and influence to protect you. You can hate me, despise me, revile me… fine. I can live with that. I just want you to know that you will always be my dear friend, and I'll always come to your aid if you need it."

"Is that so? But Petyr, you couldn't keep your first two promises. Why should I expect you to keep your word about the third? We aren't those same children anymore, making hollow promises. Hmph. Maybe you haven't changed. Still expecting things to be handed to you on a golden platter, lording over everyone like you're so important. I… I always hated you," Riley explained venomously before vanishing into the crowded streets of the Shaded Pits.

Left with no closure and a final biting word, Petyr retreated into a shell for the rest of the day. The only time Kanae and the others knew not to push it too far with her were when her knuckles turned white.

Short on time, they set off immediately for the mining settlement Dry Gulch in the Nose of Hekaton. Petyr was despondent the entire time. She even paid for her own carriage to ride alone in, so as to not deal with the company.


Chapter 27

When night fell and the road was too dangerous to continue traveling, they set up camp between both carriages to shield them from the sands and winds. Petyr hadn't come out of her wagon. The rest of them started a campfire to stay warm next to now that the sun was down. Claudia had hunted a desert boar, and Alicia carved it clean for them to roast and eat.

"Damn. She's still sulking in there, huh?" Edina sneered, eyeing the carriage Petyr was inside of.

"I'll talk to her later… How about you? You've been mostly quiet ever since we left the city. You didn't even pull out cards to play this time." Kanae pointed out.

"Thanks to Renya, I got some juicy deets. All for the bargain price of half a million gold coins… ugh. Now, I gotta pay Rown Company to transport my payment to the consortium," she complained.

"Haha! I get a big payday out of the pipsqueak, too!" Renya butted in to exclaim.

The squirreling shoved Renya away by the face and continued, "Anyway, the other necromancer in town is named Riben Crow. But get this, Kanae: he's searching for the Necronomicon, the dreaded Book of the Dead!"

"I already don't like the sound of this…"

Kanae distinctly remembered Lanil Hammerthorn's living grimoire, Chappy, letting this slip. The Necronomicon wasn't just an ancient tome, but another living grimoire that likely possessed a dark treasure trove of magic. An entity like that couldn't possibly be benign… At least it was very unlikely to be a devil. Hopefully.

"Kanae?" Alicia scooted over with Claudia close behind. "It is uncharacteristic of me to say this, but I'm worried about Petyr. Perhaps one of us should talk to her. Not Claudia though."

"Why not? I can get her to open up. One look at me, and she'll be back to normal!" Claudia insisted.

"You're going to just piss her off, no! Fine. I'll talk to her before you guys decide to draw straws." Kanae got up but started having second thoughts in front of the carriage.

"I heard you fools talking. The doors unlocked," Petyr said from within.

Kanae almost wished Petyr had told her to get lost instead. She entered the Saviran carriage and found the high elf lying flat on the seat, staring up at the ceiling. Petyr was gnawing on jerky rations. A pipe in her hand emitted fragrant fumes that filled the enclosed space.

The dragonscale armor and warhammer were piled into a heap at one corner of the carriage. This would have been an unfathomable thing for Petyr to do a few days ago. Despite her haughtiness and pretentiousness, she always put discipline first. She always treated her equipment with the utmost respect, sometimes more so than the people around her. Now, they seemed like nothing more than discarded trash.

"I'm sorry meeting Riley again didn't turn out so well," Kanae said sympathetically.

"It's strange." Petyr sat up and stared blankly past her. "I feel relieved that she hates me. I know I deserve it. Before Riley came through that door, I was expecting a henchman I needed to wring information out of. Seeing her in the flesh… I just… I started thinking back to our childhood. Things were simpler then. I wish we could take a stroll through those orchards together again."

"Did you ever find out why House Dryoak was branded a traitor?" she asked.

The elf shook her head. "No, none. Captured conspirators were quickly tried and executed. Father didn't bother pursuing those who escaped. I just don't understand. The houses involved with the supposed betrayal were small! They each had their own militias, but the largest one only consisted of 50 men. My house's military, counting all vassals and prospective squire-houses, is nearly ten-thousand strong. Nothing short of another high house could have hoped to dismantle the Stormclouds."

Neither of them said it out aloud, but Petyr's rant had made them both realize something— only another high house gained from the tragic incident. Small families like the Dryoaks were better off scheming against similar-sized houses, rather than a giant like Stormcloud. The question was who, and why?

Petyr wished to be alone, so Kanae didn't overstay her welcome. The paladin assured her that she wasn't going to be a burden in any of the upcoming battles. But the distracted look suggested otherwise.

If Riley did turn out to be an enemy to them, would Petyr be able to stand against her? Or keep the earlier promise and turn on Kanae to protect her? She didn't want to think about that. Worrying about Jhene and Elaine was a headache enough.

Two days into their journey, they finally reached the Nose of Hekaton at midday. Well, close to. Kanae and her party were nearly there and only needed to cross a wide valley first. The massive mesa was completely flat on the top. Steep cliffs offered seemingly no method of reaching the top other than flying. Red and orange horizontal striations ran along the width of the natural wonder, each line a mark of history in its age.

"That's a fat tract of land. It probably stretches for kilometers!" Edina whistled sharply, shielding her eyes from the sun as she squinted in the mesa's direction.

"There's a flock of large birds swarming something below. Does anyone see that?" Alicia pointed to a beaten path.

One of the carriage coaches offered Kanae a spyglass to look through. She peered through the device. A long line of wagons had stopped in the middle of the craggy desert road. Twin-headed carrions swarmed them. Their sharp beaks slashed at the wagon coverings, poked at the poor people defending themselves, and clawed at anything with their talons' reach.

A handful of adventurers struggled to defend the caravan. Their magic and arrows weren't enough to keep the swarm at bay. The carrion were starving and didn't plan to leave without a meal.

However, amongst the defenders, Kanae noticed a familiar and unexpected face. A woman of demon ancestry, whose skin was gray-blue and whose broken horns were filed down smooth near the base. She joined the adventurers in battling back the carrion, flailing a shovel at anything that got near.

"Kris?!" Kanae gasped.

"Kris?" Claudia cocked her head.

"No time to explain. We gotta get down there and save them now!" She unfurled her wings and beelined for the caravan.

Dozens of people, realizing that the carrion were too much to fight against, had dove under the carriages as a last ditch effort to save themselves. A twin-headed dire beast screeched loudly. Kris dropped the shovel in hand and pressed her ears shut. The monster went for the kill.

"Not on my watch!" Kanae pulled aside her top, flashing the Piercings of Impurity at the carrion and anyone unlucky enough to be staring her way. The blinding light knocked many of the flying dire beasts down and frightened away the rest.

As the only ones who could fly, Alicia, Claudia, and Edina reached the caravan in time to dispatch any remaining twin-headed carrions. Undead archers added to the volley that adventurers were unleashing into the sky. Claudia uttered a skill that taunted countless more to attack her, baiting them into Alicia's Fan of Knives that shredded them into pulled chicken meat.

With the danger passed, people began to emerge from underneath the wagons, adventurers checked the injured, and a few cracked open a bottle of liquor to drink. Kanae rushed over to the demon woman who was lying on the ground. Her eyes were squeezed shut having not closed them in time when the flash went off.

"Kris, are you okay?" Kanae asked, pulling her up.

"Kanae? Kanae! Hi! I can't see you on account of being blinded, but I recognize the voice of that horny minx anywhere. Gosh, am I glad to see— er, hear you. I thought we were going to be bird poop in a few hours." Kris heaved a sigh. Her eyes slowly readjusted and met Kanae's relieved gaze. The two of them clasped hands, overjoyed to see each other again.

"Are you going to introduce us to your friend, Knight-Commander?" Alicia cleared her throat to hide a hint of jealousy in her voice.

As if on cue, Kris dusted herself off and puffed out her chest awaiting Kanae's introduction.

"Everyone, meet Kris. Eccentric explorer. We met her while traversing through Suvius. We would have died of thirst if it wasn't for her," Kanae said.

"Ahem. Intrepid explorer extraordinaire Kris, at your service! Friends of Kanae are friends of mine, but I… whew… I sure could use a drink." Kris reached for the waterskin at her waist, only to miss a swipe and collapse unconscious on the ground.

"Pfft. She's kinda funny. I like her already!" Claudia beamed.

After Renya and Petyr caught up, they joined the grateful caravan whose precious cargo desperately needed to reach its terminus. The twin-headed carrion swarm didn't leave entirely and continued to circle from above. At the very least, Kanae and her party's presence deterred any more attacks.

The passengers suffered many cuts but nothing life threatening. The wagons and carriages, on the other hand, took a beating. It turned out they were shipping loads of food, water, and mining supplies to Dry Gulch. When the leaders of the caravan finished taking a head count and repaired their vehicles, they recommenced their journey right away.

While sitting in the back of one wagon, Kanae slowly drip-fed water into Kris' mouth until she stirred awake. The demon woman came to with her usual enthusiasm without missing a beat despite passing out.

"Oh, man! I really thought I was a goner there. I brought some dweller mollusks with me from Suvius, but aha… They didn't agree with the dry heat in Savir. Kanae, you sure know how to run into me when I need help the most. Maybe you're my guardian angel!" Kris praised while sucking her waterskin in large gulps between pauses.

"You need to rethink relying on me… We might not run into each other next time you need help! Why are you so far from Artaggon anyway? I thought you were headed north in search of something," Kanae said, fondly recalling when they parted.

"Ugh! Get this, Kanae!" She threw an arm around her shoulder all buddy-buddy about to spill some bar talk. "The compass, it leads me farther north than even the Hellfire Badlands, right? I traveled through a vast desert never charted before, running from scary monsters you wouldn't believe existed, and almost starving… four times! I found an ancient tomb buried in the sand. Its corridors stretched on forever until I came to a stop in front of a gate. Damn thing wouldn't open no matter what I did. There were strange symbols all over it and a single circular slot. Took months of research before I learned that the slot needs a key, and I can find such a key in Savir. So, here I am! Traveling the length of the continent wasn't easy though…"

Kanae exchanged knowing glances with her companions around the wagon. The slot-like key, could it be… She retrieved the cylindrical stone relic from her bag, and Kris' eyes widened with glee.

"Something like this?" Kanae asked.

"Yes! By the Supreme One's ass, how did you find it? Now I can open—" Kris tried to swipe it out of Kanae's hands, missed, and face-planted on the bed of the wagon.

"Sorry, Kris. I don't think this is the key you're looking for. There's others like it. This one opens a vault that we think is under Dry Gulch. The symbols on it suggest so," she explained.

"Symbols?" The eccentric explorer glanced up and gasped.

Kris rummaged through her many bags strewn around them. She tossed a book over her shoulder, nearly hitting Edina in the head. She emptied an entire knapsack full of ancient trinkets that belonged in a museum. Pouting, Kris sat there with her arms folded until a bulb went off in her head. The explorer reached inside her tunic, pulled out a weathered journal, and turned it to a page sketched with symbols similar to the one on the cylindrical stone key.

The sisters, Claudia and Alicia, finally took interest. They drew close enough that they were head to head with Kanae, staring down at Kris' book to get a better look.

"I made sure to trace over the symbols on the door before I left. Figured someone might know what it says. I didn't expect it to be succubi though!" Kris grinned.

"You two reading what I'm reading?" Kanae asked.

"Library," Alicia whispered.

"Oh, it's a library?" The explorer frowned. "I was hoping for an ancient tomb or something spectacular." Under her breath, she added, "Why did the compass lead me to a library?"

"Does this mean whatever you found is another Under Roads? Crazy to think the dwarves and Cult of Lust and Depravity extend across the continent," Claudia said what they were all thinking.

Whatever this library was, Kris seemed intent on getting to it. Why? She didn't look the type to be a hand-wringing, evil villain. Their travels together in Suvius were mostly good fun. Kanae brushed the thoughts aside and sighed. The library might just contain a bunch of information pertaining to the Under Roads.

"So does this mean your guys' key won't open the library?" Kris asked dejectedly.

"Our key won't. I think you might just get your key soon though." Kanae glanced in the direction where they had come— where Jhene and Elaine, the Mistresses of Subjugation and Pain respectively, were going to be coming from very soon.

By now, they probably realized Borthas was empty and the keys in their possession didn't open what they needed. The two were likely on the way here. Kanae and her companions would be ready for them this time.

The giant mesa that was the Nose of Hekaton casted a long shadow over them as the caravan neared the geological wonder. Kanae expected Dry Gulch to have been a mining settlement on top of the mesa or built just outside of a tunnel. It was neither.

A massive gate that must have been the work of stone masons and decades in the making towered over them, carved and chiseled from the rocky surface of the mesa itself. The entrance looked to be about a hundred feet tall and fifty wide. Nothing about the simple yet grand architecture suggested it was Saviran, which Kanae had seen to be extravagant and showy as was the case in Bravost. The gate felt very… dwarven.

Some ways down, a garrison built in the same fashion into the mesa side stationed numerous guards. Watchtowers hosted lookouts scrutinizing the caravan's advance, with crossbows in hand and ready to fire a volley of bolts at a moment's notice. Many were eyeing Kanae and her party.

"Halt!" Riders mounted on ronoas carried the standard of an emerald jewel of Bravost. The flightless, two-legged dire beasts were armed with muzzles fixed with a long and protruding blade for battle. Twenty guards already had their weapons unsheathed, prepared to lay down their lives for the mine.

Petyr rose from the wagon to meet them in battle until Kanae motioned her against it.

"Not every encounter is a fight!" Kanae groaned.

"Have it your way. But I know when a battle is inevitable. Don't come crying to me afterwards." Petyr sat back down but didn't take her hand off the warhammer.

When Kanae turned back to the soldiers, several of the caravan leaders were arguing with a smaller detachment that broke off from the main group. They explained that Kanae and her companions had defended them against a swarm of twin-headed carrions, but none of the guards were having it.

"Can I butt in?" Kanae interjected nervously.

"Men, defend the mine! For Sultana Dudula!" the officer cried and raised his saber.

"Damn it!" She casted Mass Charm, placing the officer and his retinue under her control. "Why did I even bother trying diplomacy? Two other succubi will be here soon. One is a hobgoblin and the other a human. Increase your soldiers' presence and fend them off as long as you can."

"Yes, my lady!" He saluted and started barking orders to his fellows.

Kanae returned to her seat, only to have Petyr's mocking smirk waiting for her. She rolled her eyes and ignored the high elf. That might not have gone as she expected, but at least taking control of the guards bought them time.

As the caravan rolled through the gate unimpeded, Alicia grabbed Kanae's hand and squeezed. She held Claudia's in the other. Darkness engulfed them. Their eyes adjusted to the dim light illuminated by lanterns hanging from wooden rafters and sconces on pillars. The deeper they went, torches were replaced by iron braziers and stone lanterns. Creaking wheels echoed up and down the large tunnel. The path was a surprisingly smooth ride which descended into the depths of the mesa. No, it seemed deeper.

Soon, the echoes joined a cacophonous chorus of steel chipping away at stone and nails being hammered. Hundreds of laborers braced the walls and ceiling with thick, wooden beams. More still took their pickaxes to side tunnels, excavating stone and dirt by the cart fulls.

Everyone winced when the wagon turned the corner, and a bright light at the end of the tunnel blinded them. It wasn't their lives flashing before their eyes, and neither were they on the verge of death. Their pupils, which had grown accustomed to the dark and dilated, squinted at the light beaming back at them. Kanae's vision soon adjusted to find that, underground, it was only as bright as the star-lit sky under the Saviran sky.

They emerged from the tunnel to a subterranean city bisected by a chasm and coursing river below. A single bridge, wide enough to hold a bazaar and buildings, connected both sections of Dry Gulch where each half had been built against the giant cavern.

While nowhere near as sprawling as Bravost or as tall as the spires of The Diamond, the mining settlement Dry Gulch was a magnificent city on its own. The architecture of dwarven pragmatism and Saviran extravagance mashed together into an odd blend. Aqueducts had been converted to roadways for vehicles and carts. Modular warehouses, similar to the ones in Ha'Vavish and Tortuga, were built upon with sandstone and whitestone blocks to be housing for the thousand teeming lives in the city.

Much of the light came from glowing whitestone supplemented by lamp posts and burning braziers every few yards on the street. Warm light from inside buildings was evidence of people making a living down here. Although still dark, Dry Gulch was about as bright as night in Bravost. The rushing river below served as a constant drone that the residents put up with.

"If Savir has another city named opposite of what it actually is, I'm gonna lose my shit. There's nothing dry about it!" Edina huffed.

"Mmmm! Feels like home down here!" Claudia breathed deep and let out a satisfied breath.

"Did your sisters and the Queen-Mother really live in a similar place?" Kanae asked curiously.

"Yep. Deeper than this one though. The only way in and out of ours was by flying. It was how we stayed hidden from the surface for so long," she explained.

A ramp led off the ancient aqueduct road, bringing them down to a wide open concourse. Carriages and wagons pulled to a stop. Coaches unharnessed their burden beasts and guided them to water troughs. Again, the caravan thanked Kanae and her companions profusely before wishing them well and leaving.

"Where do we even begin? This place is huge! It's also stuffy… I already miss the dry heat." Edina took off her cloak and grimaced.

"We have to look fast. Damn it. I should have dragged Seif or Panner along. They probably know more people than we do—" Kanae noticed Petyr wandering off. "Where are you going?"

Petyr walked up to a gilded carriage, much larger than the other vehicles around it. Actually, the damn thing looked like a small house. The last time Kanae laid eyes on something like this, it was during the…

The war! The carriage was Ortesian in make, built with all the hallmarks of excessive gold and unnecessary size. The sides had been scratched. It seemed like a few people were trying to scrape the gold bandings off.

Without warning, Petyr bashed each of the carriage's wheels. Passersby ducked their heads and quickly moved on, making a wide berth away from them. Some of the guards considered intervening, but stopped upon realizing they didn't want to become acquainted with her hammer. When the paladin finished trashing the vehicle, she heaved a content sigh.

"This has Arnault Pyrelle's stink all over it, and I wasn't going to pass up a chance to ruin his day. I doubt the man himself is here, but his people must be. We have Ortesians on our hands." Petyr glowered.

"The Ortesians have been trying to get friendly with Cerberus and Avanesse. We know both of them are basically Cult of Lust and Depravity worshippers. It doesn't surprise me that they're skulking around here after we found out about the vault," Kanae said.

"Sh." Renya lifted a finger up to her lips and side-eyed the concourse. "We're being watched. Nobody make a move. On my signal, Alicia follows my lead. Ready…"

Renya vanished. She dashed through the concourse, intermittently blinking in and out of existence with her enchanted boots to avoid obstacles. Alicia unfurled her wings and gave chase.

Unwilling to wait around and twiddle their thumbs, Kanae and the rest shook off the shock and followed after. Someone farther ahead of Renya shoved people out of the way as they darted down the streets. The pirate lord's intuition was right. Someone had been watching them.

"Hey! Why… Why are we running?!" Kris panted as she struggled to keep up.

"Kris? It's going to get dangerous for you, so stay back! We can meet back up later!" Kanae exclaimed.

"But we just met up again! Can't we get a drink first before chasing people down?" she asked breathlessly, falling farther and farther behind as the pursuit went on.

Before long, Kris disappeared into the panicked crowds. Kanae couldn't afford to slow down and wait for her. She, Petyr, Claudia, and Edina picked up the pace. Renya and Alicia were much farther ahead.

The chase took them through multiple blocks of Dry Gulch and into the bazaar on the bridge. Whoever they were chasing knocked down fruit stands, fired magic back at them, and shoved people in their way. They eventually reached the opposite side of the city, where the pursuit led them into a descent along the cavern towards the rushing river.

The cloaked figure hopped onto a platform and pulled a lever that brought them down to the riverbank. They then fired a bolt of magic that incinerated the rope, but Renya fearlessly dove off. She was about to fall into the water until Alicia swooped in and caught her.

"For fucks sakes! She's crazy!" Edina yelled.

Together, they lifted Petyr down to the riverbank. Their other two companions had darted ahead into a tunnel, outside of which carts and mining equipment remained unused. This section of the tunnel looked freshly excavated.

Inside, a hole in the cavern punched into an Under Roads corridor. Renya and Alicia had cornered the runner in front of a stone gate. High elves milling about jumped to their feet when they saw them.

"You dumbass! You led them right to us?" one shouted.

"I-I didn't want to be succubus food!" he cried in terror.

"It's the vault!" Kanae gasped after a quick glance at the symbols around the door.

Everyone froze at the sound of muffled commotion outside. Panicked cries and explosions erupted upstairs. It couldn't have been because of Kanae and her party. The guards hadn't given chase either despite running through the city. If it wasn't them… then it had to be none other than Jhene and Elaine.

"Fuck. Sounds like our sisters're already here, Alicia!" Claudia clicked her tongue.

"We're running out of time. Beat them out of the way if you have to. We need to get into that vault!" Kanae boomed.

Amethyst Hall fanned out to face the Ortesian cell. They put up a fight, but the sight of succubi and their former Lord-Major in arms together left them severely demoralized.

"I'll stall the succs. You get that vault open!" Edina summoned two death knights and raced back to the entrance.

The high elven force was no match against the knight declared as the empire's greatest. They especially didn't stand a chance against two Queen-Mother succubi and Renya's many clones.

Kanae ran up to the vault and, with the key in hand, perfectly slotted the cylindrical stone relic into the receptacle. There was resistance from all the sand and dust in the way, but she slowly turned it into place. The symbols on both the key and door glowed bright blue. Stone and earth groaned in pain as the doors screeched open, sliding into the ground. A wave of stale air burst outward.

The room seemed to yawn as it opened, like an ancient beast whose slumber had been disturbed. Resting inside the center of the dark, unfurnished chamber was a pedestal. Petyr shuddered and backed away.

"I'm not going in there. It reeks of sin," Petyr muttered.

"We'll be out here making sure the Ortesians stay unconscious!" Renya gave a thumbs up.

Kanae entered with Alicia and Claudia close behind. Petyr was somehow right. There was a weird kind of scent in here. Magic permeated the air, making her feel the kind of goosebumps one would get when they were about to have sex.

They approached the pedestal cautiously, wary of any traps that might have been laid hidden. Fortunately, there was none. Nothing… except the pedestal and…

"A dildo?" Kanae, Alicia, and Claudia sputtered in unison.

"What the? This is what Jhene and Elaine are breaking their backs looking for?" Claudia picked up the sex toy and waved it in Kanae's face. "OoooooOOoh! Behold, big scary dildo! Hahahaha!"

"Stop that. We don't know where it's been." Alicia reprimanded her sister.

"In the vault, duh!" She guffawed.

The dildo was a modest six inches in length. It bore the shape of a normal human penis of regular girth, uncircumcised but with the foreskin peeled back, and radiated warmth.

"Is it enchanted?" Kanae asked.

"Dunno. I'm getting nothing from it like I do with my enchanted paddle and whip. Here." Claudia dropped the dildo into her hands, and a menu popped up.

More than that, a wave of magic from Kanae's being channeled into the dildo without her doing anything. Seductive whispers, distant and near, teased her from every direction. When they finally stopped, she felt a strong desire to stick it into her pussy.

[Cockcalibur: Brandish the might of any cock you have ever taken and transform it into the wielder's desired phallus.]

"EXCUSE ME? I COULDN'T GET A NORMAL WEAPON?" Kanae cried.

"What does it do?" Alicia asked, unable to hide the excitement in her voice.

"Uhm… Well…" She delved deep into the copious memories from having been thoroughly fucked, and a few came to mind more brightly than others.

But if Kanae needed a weapon, then something large would have to do. Cockcalibur began to grow in size and girth, greater than she had expected until she wielded a very true to life dreadmourn dick in both hands. Titan's dick.

"Kanae, you horny minx!" Claudia gasped. "Far away from home, and you still can't stop thinking about that dreadmourn."

"It's not what you think! I-I-I was just thinking of something that I can swing with!" Kanae's face turned red hot.

"That vault better have something good, because we sure could use a miracle out here!" Renya shouted from outside.

They raced out of the vault and came faced with an army of charmed Dry Gulch citizens. Jhene, the hobgoblin succubus, flew close to the cavern ceiling and hurled Edina to their feet. The squirreling was beaten badly. Was this really Jhene's doing? Kanae helped her friend up and glared back.

"Shit. You beat us to it?" Jhene asked through gritted teeth. "Your call, Sis. What do we do?"

Darkness rolled across the cavern ceiling like a starless night. Alicia almost took a step back in fright, but caught herself and forced a foot forward instead. She looked into Kanae's eyes and nodded, reaffirming her resolve to fight, even against her trauma. The succubus of Human Ancestry amalgamated from the pitch black smog, adorning a peeved frown.

"Pry it from the pretender-queen's cold dead hands," Elaine manifested from the dark and said calmly.


Chapter 28

There were no words to exchange, no negotiations to be had, or spiteful remarks to fling. The Queen-Mother's daughters had come and meant business. Their eyes were fixed on the prize— Cockcalibur, which was clenched tightly in Kanae's grasp. Neither Jhene nor Elaine hid that this was what they were after, but she wasn't going to let it fall into their hands.

Hundreds of people of Dry Gulch surged forward like a violent tsunami. They were guards from before, adventurers from the local adventurers hall, and the average layperson, all unlucky enough to fall into succubus control.

Edina jumped to her feet with Scythe of Soul Reaping and Pillar of the Damned in each hand. She casted Legion of the Dead to meet the charmed horde in battle. Fights broke out everywhere. Unarmed citizens snatched pickaxes and shovels off the ground to pummel a bone brute with. A pair of mage adventurers fired volleys of homing magical missiles at Renya, who deftly evaded the projectiles thanks to Shifting Boots' ability to blink. Kanae casted Hailstorm, creating a slick sleet of ice on the ground that the incoming charge slipped all over on. That should keep some of them at bay.

Meanwhile, despite coming here for a single purpose, Elaine couldn't help but toy with her predecessors. Her lips creased widely with sadistic joy. Claudia and Alicia pursued her to the ceiling, where their fight took place near the pitch black blanket of darkness. Charmed harpy beastmen came to the new Mistress of Pain's aid, and it quickly turned into a deadly aerial brawl.

"Eyes forward!" Petyr shouted.

Too distracted by the battle unfolding above her, Kanae saw Jhene advancing too late. The hobgoblin's two-handed bone axe swung for the kill— until Petyr blocked it with the head of her warhammer.

"Oh, shit. You're beefy! That calls for a little boost." Jhene grinned, and the empty sockets of an ogre's shrunken skull on her waist lit up. Her already dense muscles bulged, pulling even more taut against pale brown skin. She grew a whole foot taller.

Petyr's heels dug trenches in the ground as Jhene forced her back with every step. Both of them bared their teeth at each other like predators vying for territory.

"How do you like that, cattle? Labelle told me you were the one to watch out for. But you don't look so tough from up here. Hah!" Jhene cackled in the high elf's face.

"You think we're equals? On the ground where you belong, dirt. Kneel!" Petyr commanded, and the Mistress of Subjugation did as ordered in surprise. "Now, how does it feel to obey another?"

"Petyr, with me!" Kanae infused Cockcalibur, in the shape of Titan's dick, with Titanic Blow.

Jhene's shock lasted all but half a second. Petyr empowered her warhammer with Smite, and they clobbered the hobgoblin, sending her crashing into the side of the cavern. Rubble and dirt collapsed over her.

"Sister, quit playing around and seize the ancient weapon!" Elaine briefly stopped her battle to shout before Claudia and Alicia pounced on her.

Kanae and Petyr had thought that was the end of Jhene until she emerged from the debris. She brushed dust off her shoulders and cracked her neck. Another shrunken skull's eyes were glowing, this one belonging to a tusked troll. Her wounds closed and the discoloration from her bruises vanished.

"Quit playing around? Who do you think I'm fighting… But damn, that hurt. I expected the hammer, but not the dick. Too bad this troll I killed two years back grants me crazy strong regeneration. It's going to take a lot more than that to put me down." Jhene flashed a toothy smile.

"I can nullify her healing with Necrotizing Touch if you give me an opening," Kanae whispered.

"No. I prefer them to be durable." Petyr, with fury and hurt in her eyes, dashed ahead to clash with Jhene again.

"Wait, you— Oh, you've got to be kidding me!" She flew after them, dodging Dry Gulch adventurers trying to knock her out of flight.

Petyr and Jhene clashed like two giants in a glass cage match. Every step and impact shattered stone. Dirt and sand went flying when their weapons missed and hit the ground or wall. The ancient Under Roads, hundreds if not thousands of years old, were turned to rubble. Anyone who got in their way met the head of a bone-breaking warhammer or battle axe.

When Kanae tried to close the distance, Petyr and Jhene's weapons impacted each other. A wave of force knocked her back. Getting near them was proving to be impossible.

What happened? Petyr was stubborn, but she was never irrational. Her methods had always been pragmatic, if not touched with a huge dose of haughtiness about it. Now, it was only anger.

"Damn it, Petyr… It's Riley, isn't it? You're mad about what she said?" Kanae shouted.

"Shut up, Kanae! I'm going to bludgeon you next if you keep talking!" Petyr fired back.

"What the fuck are you two talking about?" Jhene rudely butted in. "We're fighting here. Pay attention to me!"

Petyr answered Jhene with an uppercut from her warhammer that would have shattered any normal person's skull, but the hobgoblin got up like it wasn't a big deal. She reveled in the battle, wiping a trickle of blood from her chin.

"I know what it's like to have a friend turn their back on you. You're bottling those emotions up again. Why can't you just open up to me like that night again? Talk to me! If you need to vent, let's talk over a bottle of Lemaren wine!" Kanae implored the stubborn elf. It seemed with every word, Petyr's fury intensified. She thought the warhammer might turn on her next.

"Quit yammering and get over here already!" Petyr yelled.

Instead of fighting back, Petyr parried and dodged Jhene's flurry of attacks. She kept the hobgoblin distracted enough to not look away. Kanae seized this chance to rush in while the two were locked in combat, snuck up behind Jhene, and pressed a hand to her back.

The axe swung around, and Kanae barely dodged it in time, losing only a few strands of hair rather than her entire head. Jhene staggered away from them and winced painfully. Necrotizing Touch had left its mark on her shoulder as a festering wound. Her injuries from facing Petyr weren't healing now, rendering the regenerative power of the troll's skull useless. Temporarily though.

Jhene let loose a bestial roar more ferocious than the hobgoblins of Hellfire Badlands. The eyes of a dragon's skull on her waistband glowed with life, but it was from her gullet that she unleashed a breath of fire. Kanae and Petyr jumped back.

"Take away my healing? Fine! The more hurt I am, the stronger I get! Consume Spirit!" Jhene ripped a minotaur skull from her belt and crushed it, manifesting the very beast into a ghostly apparition that clung to her back.

"Go help the others. This one is mine," Petyr said.

"But—"

"I've fought Headhunters before. Consume Spirit is a high level legacy skill. They absorb a skull's powers, destroying it in the process to become primal fury incarnate for a short time. That succubus is a wild animal now. If she kills you in her rampage, we wouldn't be able to talk later, would we?"

"You… Be careful then!" Kanae nodded.

There were as many skeletal corpses lying around as there were people groaning in pain or lying unconscious. Kanae breathed a sigh of relief that Edina didn't outright kill them. Others had the signature magical burn marks from Renya's guns. Though, even if everyone came out of this alive, the people of Dry Gulch weren't going to be happy about getting dealt a beating…

Three adventurers suddenly leaped from the shadows. Kanae swung Cockcalibur, knocking each of them out cold with a single hit. Her weapon throbbed intensely as though on the verge of climax and in need of relief. Titan's massive dick was longer and thicker than her arm. Wielding this thing was like swinging around a club.

Even though a battle raged, curiosity got the better of Kanae. She brought the tip up to her lips and licked it. Hot to the touch and harder than stone, this definitely was her beloved stallion's great member.

Soon the throbbing dick erupted with a geyser of cum, drenching Kanae in hot spunk. Unintentionally drenching another, too. A stealthed figure, who had apparently tried to sneak up and attack Kanae, slipped on the slick semen. He hit the ground hard and passed out.

"Whew. Maybe a big weapon isn't the best in a place like this. How about…" After casting Prestidigitation to clean herself, Kanae envisioned her goblin lover, Mitty.

Willed by lewd thoughts, Cockcalibur transformed Titan's monstrous trunk of meat into that of Mitty's hobgoblin dick. Although significantly smaller and less girthy by comparison, it was like a mighty sword in her hand rather than a club.

"When I get back, I need you to make love to me again~" Kanae affectionately kissed and licked the dick to climax.

"KANAE! I TOLD YOU TO GO HELP THE OTHERS, NOT MAKE LOVE TO YOUR FUCKING SEX TOY!" Petyr boomed from afar while fending off an animalistic Jhene.

"S-Sorry!" She turned bright red.

Claudia crash landed in a minecart. Kanae rushed over to help and found the succubus' eyes shrouded in misty shadows.

"Kanae, is that you?" Claudia sniffed the air like a dog. "Why do you smell like cum?"

"I guess Prestidigitation doesn't completely remove smell… Hold still." Kanae retrieved her wand and casted Dispel, removing the darkness from her face.

"I gotta get back to Alicia! That piece of shit Elaine keeps taking me out of the fight to mess with her!" she growled.

Soaring across the battlefield, Elaine kept her distance from Alicia. Laughter filled the cavern amidst the cacophony of clanging steel and magical explosions. Every time Alicia got close, it was only because Elaine slowed down and allowed it so. She disintegrated into a cloud of shadow whenever a blow was about to land, further frustrating her sister.

"Just what is Elaine's class?" Kanae asked.

"Shadowmancer. Elaine gets stronger the darker it is. We're in her element down here. Ugh! I can take a hit, but magic still hurts like a bitch. I'm so frustrated that all this pain isn't even turning me on!" Claudia groaned aloud.

"If you don't mind swinging, let's swap. Help Petyr with Jhene. I'll back up Alicia against Elaine. We have to defeat them soon though. I don't think Edina and Renya can keep fighting everyone in Dry Gulch for much longer," she explained.

Claudia took one look at Petyr and Jhene duking it out and her lips curved into a gleeful smile. She didn't need any more convincing and rushed over to join, much to both of their dismay.

However, fighting a meathead hobgoblin who was all brawn and some brains would have been preferable over who Kanae faced next. She rocketed up to Elaine, who twirled her wand and sent tendrils snaking everywhere. Kanae retaliated with Dispel, but there were too many. It took one to restrain her and Alicia.

"Jhene's enraged, I see. You should have escaped when you had the chance, pretender-queen. I'll rip that from your grasp, present it to the Queen-Mother, and earn her favor," Elaine said, compelling the bindings to squeeze tighter.

"Forgive me, Knight-Commander… Elaine is… much stronger than I expected…" Alicia winced.

"Don't be sorry. Unlike your mother, I don't expect you to do everything all by yourself. We're in this together for a reason, as Amethyst Hall. If anything, Elaine could learn a thing or two about sisterhood from Claudia. What kind of sister leaves family trapped for years? I wouldn't dare to leave my Vice-Captain or any member of the Amethyst Hall behind for that matter." Kanae winked reassuringly.

Alicia blushed.

The shadows clenched even harder that their next breaths were made with great effort.

"Family? Claudia, Hilde, and Alicia betrayed our family by turning their backs on us! I loved you all! I looked up to you! Not anymore. I've inherited your legacy, and I'll be greater than you could ever have been!" Elaine howled.

"Wait. You want the weapon… take it…" Kanae sputtered between gasps.

"Kanae… don't…" Alicia squeaked meekly.

"Oh? You finally understand where you are in the hierarchy. Toss it over," she demanded, and loosened the bindings just enough for her to do so.

Kanae had to bite her own tongue to avoid sneering. With the wriggle room Elaine afforded to her, she threw Cockcalibur— but not before focusing on the largest dick she had ever taken so far. The ancient weapon transformed into two gigantic reptilian dicks connected at the base.

Hand outstretched to catch Cockcalibur, the sight of the enormous slabs of meat wiped the smile from Elaine's face. It smashed into her and anyone unfortunate enough to be underneath. Those who weren't caught, dove away and ran for their lives.

"Meet Maelstrom! He's an ancient gold dragon, and dragons have two dicks instead of one!" Kanae exclaimed.

"I admit, that was very clever." Alicia giggled into the back of her hand.

Kanae swooped down and picked up Cockcalibur after transforming it back to Mitty's hobgoblin schlong. An injured and pissed off Elaine pushed herself up by the elbows. She looked into their eyes with roiling anger.

All at once, the torches and lanterns began to go out. Even the glowing whitestones dimmed. Pure darkness engulfed the entire cavern. When Petyr lifted her warhammer to light up the cave, its holy energies flickered and stopped heeding her call. Kanae and Alicia lunged for Elaine, but she vanished into a cloud of black mists. Her taunting laughter echoed from every direction.

"Kanae!" Alicia screamed and reached out to her before magical darkness robbed them of their vision.

"I'm right here!" Kanae shouted back, sweeping a hand across where Alicia should have been but no longer was. She was about to cast Dispel until someone else grabbed her tail which held the wand.

"I don't think so!" Elaine whispered and wrenched it away.

A powerful force pushed Kanae up against the cavern wall. At least that was what it felt like from the cold stone pressing into her back. She swung into the darkness in front of her hoping to strike Elaine. She hit nothing instead. The same shadows coiled around her arms, lifting them both helplessly above her head. Somewhere in the darkness, Alicia was breathing heavily and whimpering.

"No light, natural or magical, can permeate Umbral Miasma." Elaine came into view within an inch of Kanae's face. "Do you hear that? My dear big sister is crying. Did you want to help her? Too bad. Savor that fear, that misery, that pain. The very thought that there is nothing you can do, while her heart and soul suffers alone… it's so sweet~"

"You get off to other people's trauma… that just makes you… sick." Kanae croaked between words and struggled to breathe.

"Not everyone can comprehend such exquisite pain. That makes me their better."

"That so… Thanks for proving yourself wrong… Claudia and Alicia… were better Mistresses of Pain…" She sneered.

Elaine's mouth snapped open. It looked like she wanted to gasp but couldn't. All the air escaped from her lungs, forced out by an impact from behind. Her neck craned to glance back, meeting Alicia's steeled gaze.

"A-Alicia…?" Elaine stammered.

"When I hear Kanae's words, they grant me the peace I need to push forward. Even in the dark, I know I am not alone. Not anymore. Do you feel it, sister? This is also pain. The pain of losing. The pain of being wrong. The pain of failing. The pain of cold steel drenched in paralytic venom coursing through your veins," Alicia whispered menacingly, true to her deadly assassin self.

The shadows holding Kanae loosened. She took her wand back from Elaine and cast Dispel, removing the magical darkness over the cavern. It was still dark with all the fire light snuffed out, but unimpeded by Umbral Miasma, Petyr's warhammer illuminated the entire cave with blinding luminosity.

"J… Jhene!" Elaine cried out between stiff lips, showing fear for the very first time.

A breath of flames separated Kanae and Alicia from Elaine. Jhene swooped in to grab ahold of her sister. Consume Spirit appeared to have worn out and clarity returned to her eyes. She looked just as badly beaten.

"This isn't over!" Jhene roared.

Shadows engulfed them both. Before Kanae and her companions could reach the two, they disintegrated into a cloud of darkness that escaped down the tunnel. Now that they were gone, people were beginning to come to their senses. Their charmed states wore off a few at a time, aided by Kanae and other mages casting Dispel on them one by one.

Even though they were the ones who saved the city, another fight almost broke out. Fortunately, Dry Gulch's ministers were among the charmed, and grateful for being freed, talked their people down from violence.

Petyr looked disappointed and muttered something about 'upstart rabble' that nearly caused a brawl all over again. The cavern's foremen ordered everyone to vacate because the Under Roads were supposed to be a secret. Kanae got away with hiding Cockcalibur— after turning it into a small, goblin penis that fit in her bag— and lying that the fleeing succubi had made off with whatever was in the vault.

Everyone returned to the subterranean city of Dry Gulch, and they hit up the first tavern they found. Kanae held a full stein of cold beer, wanting nothing but to get drunk after sending Jhene and Elaine running.

"Please, tell me that's the last we see of 'em…" Edina grumbled.

"Doubt it, pipsqueak." Claudia patted her on the back. "If I know the Queen-Mother and Amby, they aren't going to let us walk with the weapon."

"Which means our sisters won't give up so easily. They may grow desperate. But we'll be ready for them next time," Alicia added, squeezing Kanae's hand underneath the table.

Kanae squeezed back and smiled— until Kris bursted into the tavern in a huff. She was out of breath and covered in sweat.

"I finally found you guys! Kanae, did you… get the keys?" Kris panted.

Everyone around the table pursed their lips and exchanged awkward glances.

"We, uh… kind of forgot about it in the heat of battle," Kanae confessed guiltily.

"Whaaat?!" The devastation in Kris' demeanor lasted all but a second. "Well, you know what that means?" She joined the table and threw an arm around Kanae. "Guess I'll be joining your merry crew for a bit again. Tavernkeep, another round of beers over here. On me!"


Chapter 29

After a night of binge drinking, Kanae awoke with a pounding headache. She tried to get up, but Claudia was clinging to her arm and Alicia laid on top of her. They were all naked. What happened? Swimming through the pain and foggy memory, she remembered Kris suggesting that they have a drinking contest.

Something about 'commemorating new friendships' or whatever. It didn't help that Renya and Edina were all enthusiastic since Kris was paying for their drinks.

Kanae pressed a hand to her head and groaned. They had managed to make it to a room somehow. Judging by the stone architecture, this was the same tavern where they were drinking at. The humid embrace of Dry Gulch erased the need of a fireplace to warm a room, but that left her and her bedside companions sweaty. A gross feeling first thing in the morning, to be sure.

When Kanae tried to leave the bed, Alicia subconsciously wrapped both arms around her tighter. She sighed and returned the affectionate hug. Eventually, the succubus returned to a deep sleep. Her hold soon loosened, and Kanae was able to slip away. As she did, Claudia and Alicia instinctively reached out to hold each other, entwining their hands and legs.

The only light in the room was a wax candle, in which the wick had nearly burned down to the bottom. Kanae snuffed out its flame with a pinch. Alicia seemed to have overcome her fear of the dark now. Good for her.

Sitting on the nightstand was Cockcalibur in its base form, the ancient weapon that Jhene and Elaine sought to claim for the Cult of Lust and Depravity, and by extension Queen-Mother Zariah and Ambrosia. The weapon was certainly strong, but Kanae wasn't sure if it was powerful. So, it could change into any penis she had sex with. Aside from transforming it into the dragon Maelstrom's enormous size, this didn't appear to be any more useful than a large club. Why did they want this so bad?

Kanae wanted to sheath or stow the weapon somewhere. It didn't make sense to throw Cockcalibur into her bag. Drawing her wand from there always proved to be a detriment compared to having it on her waist, where she could quickly grab it with her tail. She also highly doubted that leatherworkers made sheaths and scabbards in the shape of dicks.

Wait. The thought struck Kanae like a bolt of thunder. She did have a sheath!

"Alright. In you go…" Kanae slid Cockcalibur into her pussy, expelling a deeply satisfied sigh as she did. A perfect fit. Pleasure constantly tugged in the farthest reaches of her mind, and the urge to transform it into a big throbbing cock while inside her was great.

The intrusive, horny thoughts won out. Kanae swallowed hard and thought of Titan, and his massive equine member. It knocked the wind right out of her. She collapsed to the ground, a shuddering mess.

Cockcalibur grew in size, shape, and emanated the living heat of the real thing. Titan's cock filled her pussy, pushing against the walls to accommodate. Although it was inside Kanae, half of the dick was sticking out due to the sheer length. She clenched a fist and nibbled on her lower lip.

"Okay, maybe I shouldn't walk around with something this big— ahh!" Kanae jerked forward from a push between her legs.

Did Cockcalibur just… move? No, that wasn't the right word. The weapon had thrusted on its own. She needed to pull it out now before—

Another thrust, this time with more force behind it. Kanae drew a sharp breath as the will to resist left her body. Cockcalibur pistoned into her with the exact same fervor as if Titan were really here. His dick pummeled her pussy with powerful thrusts, leaving her breathless and in the throes of ecstasy.

Kanae's eyes rolled back. Her lower belly bulged each time he pushed deep. She slapped a hand over her mouth. Depraved moans of a bitch in heat threatened to wake Claudia and Alicia up. Unable to pull the weapon out, she laid flat on her back to let Cockalibur fuck her to satisfaction.

"I'm… cumming…" Kanae's cries were muffled behind the palm of her hand as she climaxed.

Soon, Cockcalibur pushed as far as it could go, and it blew a pent-up load into her womb. The twitching dick gradually grew soft. Lubricated by all the cum and Kanae's juices, the weapon slid out.

"I need to… be careful about thinking… of dick… with that inside me…" Kanae panted.

By a stroke of luck or the consequence of a night of heavy drinking, the sisters didn't wake. Kanae cleaned herself up, pushed Cockcalibur in its regular form back inside her, and stumbled out of the room with a slight limp.

Most of Dry Gulch had already awakened by now and gone to work early. Laborers in work clothes and hard hats shuffled to the mines in droves. Kanae passed by some men who blushed or got hard at the sight of her, then hurried off before being tempted.

Glancing down from the second floor, only a few people were hanging around in the taproom. A man and a woman asked the tavernkeep for beers before they headed to work. A snoring drunk sat slumped over the table in the corner of the room. An unexpected pair that Kanae didn't expect to find alone together were in a heated discussion.

Edina and Petyr were seated across from each other. Untouched plates of food, their breakfast most likely, had long gone cold. The only thing being consumed was a jar of desert nut, which the squirreling reached in to grab and eat by the handfuls.

"What's with the commotion so early in the morning?" Kanae asked on the way down.

"Kanae, talk some sense into this foolish necromancer you call a friend. She is an idiot with a death wish searching for the Necronomicon. Wielding the Scythe of Soul Reaping and Pillar of the Damned isn't enough for her, and evidently, it speaks volumes about her reckless ambition that leads all necromancers down a dark path," Petyr explained.

"I survived Hax'gorah, alright? Unlike the other necromancers, there's no more devil of greed whispering to me anymore. Petyr knows something about the Necronomicon and won't spill. Kanae, charm her and make her talk," Edina implored seriously.

A burning glare from Petyr oozed with a single, violent meaning— 'try it'.

"I'm not going to charm our loose cannon… How does Petyr know about the Necronomicon anyway?" Kanae tilted her head.

Petyr's sigh came with a click of her tongue. "The greater houses of Ortesia are privy to a great many secrets and history. We have a library called the Forbidden Archives, where any 'erased' history is recorded for safekeeping. Obviously, high elves aren't that much of a fool to eliminate what we can learn from the past. One such event was The Great Travesty, when the necromancer Mathilda besieged Radevic during my kind's reign."

"Mathilda!" Edina gasped, pointing to the female skull on the Pillar of the Damned.

"In the records I read, it detailed how she was accompanied by a black tome that seemingly levitated around her. That they also spoke to each other. Mathilda most certainly wielded the Necronomicon at the time," she said.

"And your people defeated Mathilda, which reasons that the Necronomicon fell into high elven hands," the squirreling reasoned.

That was when Petyr clammed up and refused to say more.

Edina's reasoning was sound. The Pillar of the Damned likely vanished after its wielder perished, and then needed another necromancer to conduct the ritual with the Lich Lord's Skull to will it into existence.

However, the Necronomicon was a living grimoire. It didn't just disappear. The high elves of Radevic at the time held onto the book of the dead. Kanae highly doubted that they would just throw such a powerful artifact away, even if they did consider its existence foul and sinful.

"Come on, Petyr. You would probably get a kick out of Ortesia freaking out about the Necronomicon falling into a necromancer's hands," Kanae said.

"I suppose I would." Petyr suppressed a smile. "Not that I would ever be threatened by the likes of a necromancer though. Look, I don't know where it went. Records say the then emperor called for an Ecchlesia, a tradition where the highest ranking clergy assembled to discuss the empire's path forward. The Redbarons and Stormclouds were among this conference given our religious backgrounds, and my house's involvement was why I had been allowed to read about it. The Ecchlesia declared it too dangerous to keep within the confines of the city. They sent a small cell of trusted vassals to bury it in Savir… and end themselves, so knowledge of the location died with them."

Edina threw her paws in the air and groaned in displeasure. Kanae was both shocked and not surprised that the high elves of Radevic went through with something so drastic. The necromancer Mathilda did almost topple their empire, even going as far as to name that point in history 'The Great Travesty'.

The squirreling rose from the table, grumbling to herself.

"Where are you going?" Kanae asked, thinking to follow her friend.

"Gonna go find a casino or some losers who wanna play cards. Nothing like winning some sad sap's coin to make me feel better," Edina complained on the way out.

Petyr waited until Edina was gone and said, "I'm not lying, by the way. Ortesia really doesn't know where it is. We're better off not looking for that wretched thing. It would be a waste of time."

Kanae's gaze lingered on the door from which Edina had just stormed out of. Petyr finally started to eat. Surprisingly, she ate a lot. Plate after plate, food just disappeared into that gullet of hers.

"What?" Petyr returned her stare with a mouthful of food.

"I-I was just thinking you're not as picky of an eater as Arenade!" Kanae blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

"Hmph. Believe me, if I had a choice, only food made by the best Ortesian chefs would grace my tongue. But I am a soldier first. In order to stay at my best to fight, I must not go hungry even if it means eating this slop. Your friend left without eating more than a jar of nuts. A mistake. Rectify that and finish her food in her place. There are cooks who worked very hard to make this," she said while shoveling oatmeal into her mouth.

Kanae helped herself to Edina's cold food. Something Petyr said pricked at the back of her mind though.

"Hey, you keep referring to Edina as my friend. Edina's your friend, too, you know. We're all in this together," Kanae said.

"None of you are my friends. I am simply here to fulfill my role in aiding you, as a member of Amethyst Hall. That's it. Nothing more." Petyr huffed as if trying to convince herself of that.

"About Riley—"

Petyr waved a dismissive hand and stopped eating. Her misty eyes wandered everywhere around the room except Kanae's.

"I don't want to hear what you have to say. Just listen to me. It matters not that Riley hates me. Her despising me doesn't change that I… saw a friend in her back then. Riley's playing a dangerous game by involving herself in Savir's civil war, and it won't end well. I have to protect her. I failed her once. There won't be a second time. You will help me, won't you?" Petyr lifted her tense gaze to Kanae at last.

"Of course, I will." Kanae nodded. "I'll help whether or not you think of me as a friend. That's what friends are for, and I'm going to keep saying that until you feel the same way."

The corner of Petyr's lips twitched. She caught herself, turning it into a scowl and stuffing food down her throat again.

Renya stumbled down the stairs with Kris' arm around her shoulders.

"Why did this lightweight ask for a damn drinking contest last night? Someone call a doctor! Petyr, you got something in your arsenal of Paladin spells, don't you? Detoxify her or something." Renya dropped the demon woman into a chair.

"That's a crowned Priest spell, renegade. Also, I doubt she has any traces of alcohol left in her after vomiting the entire night. Let the headache serve as the consequences of indulging too much in vices." Petyr rolled her eyes.

"Uuugghhh… This is the worst hangover in my life. Ever!" Kris cried.

Fortunately, there was nothing a big breakfast and a lot of water couldn't fix. Kris perked back up in no time. The sisters hadn't woken up yet, so they decided to let the two sleep in a little longer.

Kanae, Petyr, Renya, and Kris set off into Dry Gulch. The wide open cavern and glowing whitestone buildings were a breathtaking sight. They didn't get a chance to appreciate its unconventional yet marvelous work of architecture being in such a hurry yesterday.

People were still cautious of succubi. They had been charmed for the first time in their lives and made to do Jhene and Elaine's bidding, only to be beaten up by Kanae and her companions. They shot looks mixed with anger and gratitude.

"Where's that new weapon, Kanae? I want to see the dildo!" Renya smirked.

"I'm not going to just whip it out! I have it tucked away somewhere, uh… safe." Kanae coughed nervously and clenched her pussy where it was hidden.

"I shudder to think about such a disgusting thing. We should have left it hidden, or casted it into the darkest depths to never be found again." Petyr grimaced.

They chanced upon a potion shop and figured it was a good idea to stock up on consumables. What an incredibly nice change of pace for Kanae to enter an atelier without explosions going off. The alchemist, an old dark elven gentleman stirring a jet black cauldron, waved a… mechanical hand at them from the back of the room.

Much of the potions were displayed on wooden racks. Etched into the wood beside them were the names of each vial. The more expensive ones were at the top shelves, locked behind glass display cases.

Petyr grabbed a dozen mana potions. As a paladin, she could heal herself. The only limiting factor was running out of mana. Renya, on the other hand, went straight for alchemical reagents. Specifically, dried herbs. Without even waiting to pay, she crushed them into a pipe and started smoking.

Meanwhile, Kris mulled over a display cabinet of potions labeled as 'experimental'. Kanae recoiled at her own experiences with Rosaline's experimental potions. Maybe alchemists concocting weird stuff was just a common quirk of the trade.

"Kris, if you want to buy something, I can cover for you. Do you even have money to spend coming all the way from Suvius?" Kanae asked.

"For real? Aw, Kanae. You're the best! I'm actually flat broke. I tried using the compass to help authorities find new veins in exchange for compensation, but would you have guessed they found everything worthwhile already? Since you're offering, I could use some elixirs of speed or potions of invisibility! I'm not really capable of fighting, so I very much would rather avoid it as much as possible," Kris explained.

The alchemist gladly stopped brewing potions to ring them up at the counter. Kanae only paid for herself and Kris. Petyr and Renya had their own gold to spend. As they left the atelier, however, the group walked out to a large number of Dry Gulch guards that appeared to have been waiting for them.

Petyr reached for her warhammer until Kanae pointed out that they didn't look aggressive. A centaur guard captain came to the front and bowed.

"Siress Vandyss Ounara, mayor of Dry Gulch, would like to speak with the hero who repelled the two succubus invaders. Which one of you outsiders is Kanae? I assure you, none of you are in any trouble. The siress wishes to extend her thanks and has requested to meet you personally. I am asked to escort you to her manor," he said.

"That's me, but what about the rest of my companions?" Kanae asked.

The guard captain shook his head. "I'm afraid they will have to refrain from following. The contents of the discussion is to be secret, but she cannot stop you from declining or informing your companions afterward."

At the very least it looked like Kanae would be returning from this meeting with Siress Vandyss.

"I'll go." Kanae sighed, then to the rest of her friends she said, "See if you can find Edina. We'll meet back up at the tavern after my meeting with the mayor."

"Thanks for spotting me!" Kris patted Kanae a little too hard on the back. The dildo shot right out of her and plopped on the ground to everyone's confusion first, and then realization next.

The small army of guards glanced away, and Kanae turned beet red and thoroughly embarrassed.

"Hahaha! Somewhere safe, huh? Might want to come up with a better place than the only toilet in a town." Renya fired finger guns before walking off in laughter with Kris and Petyr.

"Ahem." The guard captain cleared his throat. "Please, collect your… belonging so that we may be on our way."

Face burning hot, Kanae dejectedly picked up Cockcalibur and stuffed it into her satchel this time.

The people of Dry Gulch gawked and whispered as a procession of guards led a succubus in the direction of Siress Vandyss' manor. Kanae couldn't help but feel like a criminal caught by authorities. Only recently did she repel Jhene and Elaine, but it wasn't as if the people knew their rescuers by face. They knew only whispers. Still, she was an outsider. A foreigner, whose appearance and manner of speech more so than that of her race, looked like she could only have come from the north. Savir's isolationist attitude had left many wary and ignorant of anything not Saviran. Hopefully, the city's mayor was more learned than their people.

A crescent administrative building loomed over Kanae from the end of the plaza, its glowing whitestone gleaming with gentle light. Clerks paused to get a gander of the succubus surrounded by guards, only to hurry off upon recalling they had work to do. Kanae and her escort strolled over the mosaic of a coiled black serpent in the ground, made from tiles of whitestone, jewels, and painted over for a matte finish.

The guard captain kindly opened the door to allow Kanae in, but the rest of his fellows stood at attention for half a second before dispersing. They didn't follow her in, but the centaur officer did. She didn't know what to expect inside, especially not a fleet of administrative clerks scribbling into parchments behind their desks. Hundred quills scratched against dry paper.

Everyone was too diligently engrossed in writing. From a quick glance, she made out names, numbers, inventory of goods, and more. Unlike the people outside, not one person looked up from their work to look at Kanae as she passed them. One piercing look did make the hair on the back of her neck stand. She lifted her gaze to the second floor and found a female lamia in her late 30s, leaning against the bannister. The woman bowed her head courteously and turned around.

By the time Kanae and the guard captain reached the second floor, the lamia woman was gone. He escorted her down a hallway laid with a beautiful, exceedingly long crimson rug with golden tassels on the sides.

"Siress Vandyss, I have brought the succubus as you requested!" The guard captain announced and didn't seem to dare knock on the door.

"The succubus may enter. You may leave," a husky yet feminine voice answered from within.

Even though Siress Vandyss wouldn't see, the centaur man performed a deferential bow at the door. He urged Kanae not to keep the mayor waiting and left the way they came. She smelled fragrant fumes coming from inside. As soon as Kanae opened the door, a wave of smoke burst out and a sweet herbal scent filled her nostrils.

When the cloud cleared, Kanae laid eyes on a large bedchamber furnished with such extravagance to rival an Ortesian lord. Whitestone busts, which she only recognized as sultans past and present sharing Sultana Dudula's likeness, sat on pedestals near the ceiling in recesses within the wall. Instead of a bed or frame, a giant round cushion rested on the floor at the center of the room, upon which its occupant lay.

Siress Vandyss Ounara, Mayor of Dry Gulch, laid leisurely on the padding. The entire length of her red and black banded serpentine body unwound in a half-circle around a waterpipe, which she held one arm of the instrument between thin smiling lips. She was clad in an extremely long red robe designed for someone of her race but clashed against dark brown skin. Emerald trinkets adorned her frilly obsidian hair.

"Join me, will you? This particular cultivar is my favorite," Siress Vandyss insisted in a heavier Saviran accent than most.

Kanae took a seat on a cushion across from Vandyss and grabbed a pipe resting on a notched golden stand. She raised it up to her lips, hesitated after noticing the siress staring, and finally taking a long and deep drag. A pleasant feeling unlike any from when she smoked in The Diamond and Bravost spread through Kanae's body.

"You like? I only bring this out for important guests, so I try to invite ones of repute as often as possible." Vandyss smiled widely.

"Let's get straight to the point. Why did you ask me to visit you?" Kanae asked.

"Ah! Anyone could mistake you for Saviran with such a straightforward attitude. If only you weren't a succubus, whose race should be dead for centuries now. You wish me to be frank?" Her tail twitched and creeped an inch closer to Kanae, but not in a threatening gesture… more inviting, whether or not the owner realized it. "You and your friends are strangers here in Dry Gulch. On the very same day you arrived, you plundered the depths of the Under Roads and two more of your kind seized the minds of my people. Granted, you did battle each other and came out the victor. How can I be sure that farce isn't a ploy to get into my good graces? How can I be sure you don't intend to do the same as they in time? They say trust is a two-way street, but I see it as a single road where we approach from opposite ends. Can we count on each other not to backstab once our backs are turned, to step aside to let the other through, or will we barrel through like brutish bulls and butt heads?"

Kanae was beginning to understand what kind of person Vandyss was. Paranoid, just like Sultana Dudula. She had been given a chance to earn the siress' trust, but had to figure out herself how. Only one thing came to mind. Sighing, Kanae reached into her bag and pulled out Cockcalibur. She placed the sex toy in an empty golden bowl.

"You… have decided to show me your pleasure-maker?" Vandyss cocked her head quizzically.

"NO!" Kanae groaned and turned red. "It's a magical weapon. Watch."

Wielding Cockcalibur, Kanae willed the artifact to transform into the many different penises that had their way with her in the past. In fact, seeing them again was getting her in the mood…

"The two succubi we fought off were Jhene and Elaine, daughters of Queen-Mother Zariah, and followers of the Cult of Lust and Depravity. They were after this and sacked the Emerald Palace for the keys to it, but I was the one with the key to open the vault. Archmage Donnu asked me to retrieve whatever relic we find here and keep it from their hands. The Dervish Five also attacked but for a different reason," Kanae explained.

"What?" Vandyss gasped in fright. "The Emerald Palace, attacked? And the sultana?"

"Safe. But probably a lot more paranoid than before, if that's possible." She recalled their poor first meeting despite saving the palace.

Vandyss breathed a sigh of relief. She puffed a few times from the waterpipe in quick succession as though to drown out her worries.

"It must be strange, yes?" Vandyss began with the pipe still in her mouth. "That there are those who can be so loyal to Sultana Dudula despite the paranoid mess she has become. Before I became Siress of Dry Gulch, I was a humble and lowly member of the East Saviran Trading Association. I bred ronoas for traveling merchants. In order to kickstart my business, I needed capital. Feed and stables get expensive, you know? No one cared for a small trader with a copper token. One day, I chanced upon the sultana and her royal guard in the desert. They were on their way back to Bravost from The Diamond. Two of their ronoas had perished from dehydration. I gladly offered two healthy ones of mine, at no cost. Like the benevolent leader she was, the sultana compensated me for twenty times their worth! She could have taken them from me by force. Gods know the Harpy King would."

"Sounds like the sultana used to be a great leader." Kanae mused aloud, contrasting Vandyss' image with the now frazzled woman she saw at the palace.

The lamia took the pipe out of her mouth and tapped her lips. "Very well. Perhaps you can be trusted. This is not something I can rely on adventurers with. But you have already discovered the Under Roads and taken its plunder. Archmage Donnu has ordered me not to allow these roads to be collapsed. He believes the paths underneath Dry Gulch may lead directly to the Mutt of Avanesse' domain, and that we can use it to our advantage."

"What's so special about an Under Roads passage to Avanesse? Can't you travel easier on the surface?"

"No." She shook her head. "Dry Gulch is the edge of Sultana Dudula's sovereignty. Any farther west and the Mutt will sniff us out. Worse, Avanesse has seemed to grow… volatile as of late. There have been sightings of more than just the two succubi you faced. But if this road can safely lead us across, we may possibly use it to strike a blow. To that end, I would like to hire your services. As adventurers. Chart the Under Roads, find a way through the other end, and report back to me."

For such an undertaking, Kanae asked Siress Vandyss for time to confer with her companions. The mayor of Dry Gulch gave them a whole month to think about it. They clearly weren't in a hurry.

Claudia and Alicia were awake by the time Kanae returned to the tavern. Edina had returned, too, with pockets bulging from all the coins she won. When Kanae explained exactly what Vandyss had told her, only Petyr and Renya had strong feelings on the matter.

"If it were up to me, Kanae, I'd go straight to Elusis instead. You're trying to find Red, ain't ya? I also have a score to settle with the Harpy King. It might have been my father's dealings, but a Rown can't let any business go unfinished," Renya said.

"I disagree," Petyr interjected sharply. "Your petty debts can wait. Avanesse and the Cult of Lust and Depravity have proven themselves the greater threat. We've dealt Jhene and Elaine a harsh blow, and they must be reeling. We go straight to this Mutt, as they call him, and finish them off. Afterwards, we can give our full attention to the Harpy King."

"Anyone else want to chime in?" Kanae tried to open the floor to the rest of her companions, but they shrugged.

"I'm only with Petyr just so I can grind my foot into Jhene and Elaine again. I won't complain if we go the other way though," Claudia explained, and Alicia nodded in agreement.

"I'll go wherever leads me closer to the Necronomicon. But since we got no leads, I'm just gonna play follow the leader." Edina waved an uninterested hand.

"Well… since I need those keys, I cast my vote for Avanesse!" Kris exclaimed.

All eyes turned to the eccentric explorer who had invited herself into Amethyst Hall's business.

"To Avanesse then," Kanae decided the final vote. "But before we go, I want to return to Bravost to inform Archmage Donnu and get his help with possibly contacting Aidenhall. The rest of you can stay here if you don't want to travel through the desert again. I won't be long."

Edina perked up and said, "I'm coming with!"

"As will I. If Riley is still in the city, I want to speak with her again." Petyr rose to her feet.

Claudia, Alicia, Renya, and Kris elected to stay put in Dry Gulch to await their return, and in case Jhene and Elaine decided to attack again.

The journey back to Bravost was fraught with boredom and bickering between Kanae's two companions, whose arguments once again stemmed from the Necronomicon. All was well in the Emerald Jewel of Savir. By the look of it, the Dervish Five hadn't attacked. They were possibly gone for now.

In the dead of night at the Ordane Museum, Kanae bullied Seif and Panner into calling Archmage Donnu away from the Emerald Palace. The dark elven mage wasn't happy about leaving the sultana's side, but brightened up upon seeing Kanae return from Dry Gulch. She explained everything that happened in the underground mining city, leaving no stone unturned for the sake of bridging an amicable friendship with Bravost's leadership.

"I see. I am glad things turned out well, despite how bad it could have gotten. You may keep the artifact, Kanae. I'm sure it is safer in your hands than ours after what happened at the palace. I also… do not want to lay a hand on that thing…" Donnu grimaced at the sight of Cockcalibur in her grasp.

"Good choice." Kanae grinned, returning it back to her 'sheath'.

"Siress Vandyss has quite the gall to task you with charting an expedition into the Under Roads. But she is a loyal servant of Bravost and is correct on the matter. We cannot allow these transgressions to continue. A strike at Avanesse is necessary, and so I sanction you to enter the Under Roads. You will not go alone though. Seif, Panner. You two shall accompany her. Put together a crew of trusted archaeologists and expendable goblin miners to join you," the archmage ordered.

"Yes sir!" Seif and Panner stood at attention, then bolted out of the office to do as instructed.

Expendable miners? This didn't sound like a simple expedition to chart underground passages anymore.

Kanae noticed Archmage Donnu's brows knitted tightly, like something had crossed his mind and bothered him deeply. He excused himself and was about to leave until she intercepted him from entering his portal.

"Before you go, I was hoping you can help me with something. I haven't been in contact with my superiors in a long time now. I don't suppose you have any magic that can help me get in touch with them?" Kanae asked.

"Right… It nearly slipped my mind that you are still outsiders…" Archmage Donnu squinted suspiciously at her but ultimately relented. "It is not in my power to do that. I'll need to gather some help first. Meet back here later."

Until then, Kanae, Edina, and Petyr traveled into the bazaar to gather provisions for the expedition. They didn't want to go unprepared and starving. They never did find Riley or Dryoak Consortium members. The organization could be laying low after their last encounter. At one point, Petyr wandered off into the markets. Kanae and Edina couldn't find her until she randomly showed up near a vendor with a bag of Saviran hard candy.

The trio got their things and went back to the museum, where Archmage Donnu and a few robed spellcasters were waiting. All of the office furniture had been pushed up against the wall. Magical runes arranged in a triangular formation were drawn into the ground with some kind of powder or chalk. One of Donnu's people stood inside a circle at each point, channeling magic into the center.

"Fascinating. A ritual combining multiple spells into a single point," Petyr said in awe.

"Hey, ritual magic! It's like that one time I had help sending hordes of undead at the Ortesians." Edina bounced giddily after taking a shot at Petyr.

"You guys know what they're doing?" Kanae whispered.

"Yes, but only because I've witnessed attempts to. Not even the most magically-inclined houses of Ortesia could achieve this level of fine spellcasting. House Viviren comes close, but their methods are different," the high elf explained.

"You know of this ritual, Ortesian? Watch carefully what your kin cannot achieve and marvel." Archmage Donnu smiled proudly at the three forging a localized veil of magic within the space inside the runes. "Now, Kanae. Step inside and picture the ones you wish to speak. A projection of yourself will be sent to them. I will be watching carefully in case you intend to plot Bravost's demise with your leaders."

Kanae took a deep breath and entered the triangle. Magic taken form tickled her skin. Tiny wisps flitted by, vanishing in and out of existence. She focused her mind on who to meet. Soon, Mitty and Titan were taking form. She quickly emptied her mind before showing everyone in the room her dirty thoughts. Archbishop Patrice Starborne slowly came to mind next.

Soon, a foggy and almost ghostly appearance of the high elven woman took shape. Patrice wasn't dressed in her archbishop regalia. Instead, a nightcap adorned her head. She wore a long white nightgown that reached no farther than her ankles. The archbishop looked ready for bed, and she carried a big book with the title, Geological Wonders of Mount Suvius.

"Archbishop! Hey!" Kanae shouted.

"Huh— AHHHH!" Patrice turned around and jumped three feet into the air, throwing the book over her shoulder.

"It's me, Kanae. I'm contacting you with the help of some people in Bravost." She gestured over her shoulder to the spellcasters and Archmage Donnu.

Patrice's eyes clearly tracked the others in the office with disbelief, shock, and anxiousness in her eyes. She quickly recomposed herself and cleared her throat.

"A warning would have been nice! Ahem." Patrice put on a more polite and professional tone, which was in stark contrast to her bedtime appearance. "Archbishop of Radevic, Patrice Starborne. Pleased to meet your acquaintances. I hope the Knight of Amethyst and her subjects have not misbehaved in Bravost. To whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?"

Donnu bowed deeply. "Archmage Donnu, my lady. I am Her Majesty, Sultana Dudula's personal bodyguard and steward. May I commend your knight and her comrades. They thwarted an assassination attempt on my monarch's life, and for that I am eternally grateful. Would that we could meet under less tense circumstances, but please, I did not enact this spell to meet with you. It is Kanae who seeks your audience."

Kanae chewed her lower lip. Archbishop Patrice originally sent her here in hopes of subjugating Savir under the Commonwealth of Sin. Obviously, neither of them could mention that unless they wanted to provoke a war with Bravost right here and now. The other objective was to find the Knight of Red.

The archbishop's gaze turned expectantly at Kanae, awaiting her report.

"We're still searching for Red, but tell the Grand Eye to rest assured. We will find her. For now, we've found a tentative ally in Bravost. A civil war between them, Avanesse, and Elusis is starting to look inevitable. To make things worse, the Ortesians and the Cult of Lust and Depravity are siding with Avanesse. There's a good chance that the entire country is made up of cultists. Luckily, thanks to some help, we're staying one step ahead of them. I even got this!" Kanae showed her Cockcalibur.

"Amethyst… why are you showing me a molded penis?" Patrice sighed.

"IT'S A POWERFUL ANCIENT WEAPON! Two daughters of the Queen-Mother tried to take it. Thankfully, we got to it first." She groaned aloud.

The high elf stroked her chin thoughtfully. "Hmm. Amethyst, your… " Patrice chose her next words carefully, and her eyes very briefly darted to Archmage Donnu. "Your objectives have not changed. Continue as planned and as you see fit. I urge you to try and wrest Avanesse from the Ortesian and the cult's control. If you cannot, I trust you to do what is necessary. The empire's influence must be wiped from this continent if we are to prosper. That is all. Oh! Before you ask, your children are doing fine. Particularly Mikki. I especially adore her gusto for seeking knowledge."

A smile crossed Kanae's lips.

"Thanks." Kanae felt a weight leave her shoulders.

"Don't cut the connection just yet!" Edina jumped into the center. "I'm looking for the Necronomicon. Think you can convince Marwin and Eliza to search the Illuminant Repository for information on that? All we know is that it's somewhere in Savir."

"By the Supreme One's beard, you seek to obtain that dreaded grimoire? Hm. Hmmm. Hmmmmmm. I would not be a true scholar to let such an ancient tome sit buried under a mound of sand. My academic mind has taken an interest. I shall partake in scouring the archives with them. If that is all, I bid you a good night. As for Archmage Donnu, may this be the beginning of a friendship between Radevic and Bravost." Patrice nodded and flashed a grin oozing with political curiosity and intrigue.

The archmage responded in kind with the same gesture and offered, "We shall see."
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