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Foreword

The Stygian Hunter takes place in the same world as the Chained Devil series, although you do not need to read that series to understand this one. For those of you who are interested, the events of this book take place between Chained Devil 3&4 chronologically, although the events only indirectly affect the Chained Devil series and vice versa.



Chapter 1: Peace

“In summary, our recent raids have been an unparalleled success.”

Justine stood in her glistening armour, peacocking before Tibalt. They were on the high tower’s top floor, the office of the head inquisitor. Tibalt had long since restyled it to appear more like a throne room, complete with a lavish throne and a red carpet. Justine was the poster child of the inquisitors. A beautiful dark elf who never had so much as a hair out of line, even after a whole day's patrol. She wore the shiny catsuit as if it was designed for her and her alone; the clingy fabric matching the contours of her body to a t.

That’s nobles for you. Irene sneered, making sure that Tibalt wouldn’t see but Justine would.

“Excellent work,” Tibalt said. Tibalt was the leader of the inquisitors, but unlike Justine, he earned his position. He didn’t rely on connections to get ahead in life. At 150 years old, his age was starting to show, but that didn’t make him any less impressive. If anything, his aura of maturity only added to the natural authority he wielded. “However, we must be cautious. Now is not the time to weaken our resolve.”

“Sir, I would like permission to put together a squad to begin an investigation into the Thieves Guild,” Irene said. It was time. Tibalt turned to her, his grey eyebrows raised.

“The Thieves Guild. That’s a rather bold claim, is it not?”

“I have reason to believe they are still active.”

“We have no evidence they were ever active,” Justine said, placing her hands on her hips. “A few drunken thieves muttering means nothing. Why would criminals even form a guild? It makes no sense.”

Irene glared at her, but ploughed on. She was not going to miss out on her chance to prove herself. “According to my sources, they are planning something big. If we miss this chance to act, we could end up looking like fools when they succeed.”

Tibalt kept his expression perfectly indifferent. “Very well. You can form a squad, but take a few of the new recruits. They need to see what a real investigation looks like.”

“Sir, I must protest. This is a grievous waste of resources. We should be increasing patrols in problematic neighbourhoods to show strength, not chasing idiotic fantasies.”

Tibalt turned to Justine slowly. Now she’s done it.

“Did you just call me idiotic?” Tibalt asked, his voice dropping an octave.

“No, I only meant that to do this would be unwise. Perhaps-”

“So you think that you're a better judge of what is wise and unwise than I am? Ay?” Tibalt only ever said ay when he was very angry.

“No, sir.” Justine sensibly lowered her head.

“Look at me when I’m talking to you.” Or maybe it wasn’t so sensible. Tibalt stalked forward, his eyes burning with fury. “You seem to be under the impression that you are somehow special. Maybe it’s because you're a toff.” Tibalt bit his lip. “A noble,” he corrected himself. “Well, let me make one thing very clear, Missy. You are my subordinate. So if I say that the Thieves Guild is real, then they are real. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Dismissed.” Justine sprinted out of the room. Irene stayed behind, knowing she would be wanted.

“Is it finally time to act, my lord,” she said, deliberately calling him by the title. Tibalt graced her with a rare smile.

“Nearly. Ensure that the investigation bears no fruit. We cannot risk setting things into motion too fast,” Tibalt said. He returned to his throne. Knowing what he wanted, Irene kneeled before him, lowering her head like an obedient servant. Tibalt stroked her cheek. “Keep an eye on Justine.”

“You think she’s a rat?”

“I think she’s disloyal,” Tibalt corrected firmly. “Remember, presentation is important. Justine may not be trustworthy, but she at least knows the value of proper etiquette.”

“Yes, my lord.” Tibalt leaned back in his seat.

“However, I fear you may be correct. Her recent efforts seem a little too effective; it’s unlikely she achieved this without some sort of outside aid,” Tibalt said. “Lady Violeta has been silent lately. She must be plotting something.”

Nobles can never stand to see a self-made man.

“Calm yourself,” Tibalt scolded. Irene noticed she was glaring at the floor only after he spoke. “This is all within my expectations. Fear not. Soon everything will be as it should be. Lady Violeta may wish for me to fade into anonymity, but if we play our cards right, then we’ll soon find we have everything we need to prove ourselves. Ultimately, it matters not what Lady Violeta thinks, or even what she does. In this country, we all know, everything starts and ends with one person.”

Irene let herself smile, knowing Tibalt would approve. “Queen Vael.”


Chapter 2: Swordsman

Iris dodged and weaved. The attack pattern was pitifully predictable; she avoided the stabs thoughtlessly. Ducking low, she delivered a kick to Remus’ stomach. He twisted to avoid it, but didn’t counter, keeping his weapon out of her way. Iris spun with a punch, but overextended and slipped in the mud, falling on her butt.

“Are you okay?” Remus asked, looming over her. He offered her his hand. They were on the riverbank, where the silt meant the ground underneath them was soft and slippery. Remus had taken her there so he could help her practice fighting on unsteady ground. They were supposed to be sword fighting, but Remus insisted on using sticks for safety. Iris let him pull her up. “Do you want to keep going?”

“Yes.” Remus nodded, stabbing at her again. Iris deflected the attack with her palm, responding with a fist to his stomach. He grunted, taking a step back. His foot sank into the ground.

“Well done, you win,” Remus said, dusting off his tunic.

“You're not taking this seriously.”

“Yes, I am.” Remus was an awful liar. He didn’t even remember to seem winded.

“This is serious, Muscles, how am I meant to get stronger if you keep taking it easy on me?” Remus stabbed the stick he was using as a fake sword into the mud.

“Why does it matter? You're a mage. You should focus on magic.” Iris crossed her arms.

“My magic is too support-based. I need a plan-B.” Iris summoned an orb of darkness to prove her point. She could morph it into an arrow, but for some reason whenever she manifested her magic, it took the form of an orb first. “You promised you’d help me.”

“But why? You don’t need to fight.” Iris frowned. It had been 3 months since they left Sunmiss City. Azula and Remus were both seasoned adventurers, so naturally when they came across monsters, they did most of the fighting. Read: They did everything. Iris was reduced to a bystander, occasionally throwing a spell to cancel the monster's magic if they had any.

“I want to fight.”

“Why?” Remus' face twisted in bafflement. Iris understood his point of view. Remus hated fighting, even against monsters. He was great at it, but he took no joy in it.

“Because someday you and Azula are going to need me to be able to protect myself. What if we get overrun by a horde or something?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. Those are really rare. I’ve never seen one,” Remus said, smiling.

“Not the point, Muscle-for-brains.” Iris pinched the bridge of her nose. She reminded herself that Remus meant well; he was just dumb sometimes. “I want to be able to contribute.”

“There are better ways to contribute than by fighting.” Remus plodded over to the shoulder yoke, picking it up carefully to avoid spilling the water inside it. Iris sighed, following after him.

“You won’t even let me carry the water.”

“It’s heavy.”

“Show off.” Iris let her eyes focus on his biceps.

“Sorry.”

“I wasn’t complaining.” Iris ran ahead, struggling through the mud. “How about we do more magic training? There’s some stuff in the book Darkclaw gave me that I want to try.”

“Like what?”

“Okay, so I think I’ve finally figured out what my Stygian is. I’ve got the Bat.” Iris had been studying Linmer’s study of possessor beasts since Darkclaw gave it to her. She had read it cover to cover over a dozen times, trying to learn everything she could about her situation. “Anti-magic and enhanced vision are only the beginning. It gives me loads of other powers, like draining other people of mana. Isn’t that cool?”

“Yeah. That could be useful in a fight.”

“That’s the problem. The description says I need to slurp the power out of my target.” Remus stared at her.

“How would you slurp someone?” Iris grinned at him. “In a fight?”

“That’s the problem. I’m thinking I need to, like, suck my mana when it’s around them. Can I try it on you?” Iris made her best puppy-dog eyes. Remus was a sucker for a cute face.

“Fine.”

“Sublime. Now, hold still.” She created her mana orb, then stretched it into a tentacle-like shape before trying to attach it to Remus. She fiddled about for a while, but couldn’t get any traction. “Perhaps I’m missing something.”

“We can try more back at the camp. Let’s head back.”

“Wait, first I want to spar again.”

“No.”

“Come on, let’s go one more time. And this time, you’re going to win. No more holding back, Muscles.” 

“What if I can’t?” Remus asked, keeping up with her despite his load. Iris knew she had no chance of beating Remus in a fair fight, even if he didn’t use ki. His combat experience and training meant he was far above her, and that didn’t even take into account his huge advantage in size and muscle mass. He was over a foot taller than her, with muscles that put professional soldiers to shame.

“You will.” Iris smirked at him over her shoulder. “Because you know how much I like strong men.” Remus froze, then swallowed. Iris loved that she was still able to get a reaction out of him. “If you win, I’ll give you a treat.”

He put the yoke down. “I don’t want to hurt you.” Iris frowned. “But if we agree to end once I touch you with the stick, we can give it a try.”

“Good doggy.” Remus snorted, snapping a branch off a tree.

“Remember to watch where you step. You want to walk on the rocks. If you lose your footing, the fight is over.” Remus swung his fake sword through the air. “Okay, come at me whenever you want.”

Iris did what he said, running along the larger stones towards him. He was waiting for her, his stick held like a rapier. Iris stopped before she got in range, expecting him to try to stab her. He saw through this, stepping forward and grabbing her with his left hand. Iris yelped as he pulled her towards him, tapping her chest with his ‘weapon’. “I win.”

“You didn’t say you were going to grab me.” Iris pouted, folding her arms. It had all happened so quickly. She knew she didn’t stand a chance, but she thought she would at least put up some resistance. At least I got him to take it seriously.

“In real fights, sometimes people grab you,” Remus said, throwing away his stick. It landed in the river, drifting away downstream. “Besides, I hate swords. I prefer using my hands.” Iris leaned back into him, looking up at him and batting her eyelashes flirtatiously.

“You are good with your hands…” She intertwined her fingers with his. Compared to his hands, hers were so small. Every part of her was small compared to Remus. He wrapped his other arm around her, encasing her in his muscles.

“You promised me a reward,” he husked.

“Did I? I don’t remember saying that.”

Remus growled, squeezing her. “You did.”

Iris hummed, dragging out the sound. She loved seeing the look of desire on his face. “Well, since you were such a good doggy.” She twisted in his arms so that she was facing him. She kissed him chastely, leaving a faint black stain on his lips. “Oops. Azula is going to be jealous.”

“Of who?”


Chapter 3: Changes

Azula breathed. All around her, the world was burning. She was not. She felt the flames licking at her, their threat clear. If she lost her focus for even a second, everything would burn. She had to be tranquil. She felt her mana flow out of her into the flames. She gave them their power. Without her, the flames were nothing. That meant she owned them. She controlled them.

The heat rose. She started to sweat, her control weakening. She clamped down, reducing the power minutely to try to regain control. She needed to focus.

“Azula, it’s time for food,” Remus called. Azula turned to the source of his voice, her concentration broken. She yelped as the fire singed her, quickly putting it out. Remus looked apologetic. “Sorry, you said to call out to you when dinner was ready.”

“It’s fine.” Azula stood up, frowning at the sight of the scorched earth. Her control had been worse than it felt. “I need to practise doing it while distracted.”

Azula had made a lot of progress since they left Icereach. Before casting strong spells almost always burned her. After 3 months of practice, she could hold it at bay by clearing her thoughts. The only problem was that doing so was ridiculously impractical during combat. She knew that she shouldn’t need to meditate. Experienced mages didn’t need to think to cast; they just did it.

“Iris’ waiting back at the fire.”

Azula had been practicing outside of their camp; she had to, otherwise she risked burning their tents. Out in the countryside, monster attacks were a threat, but few would be dumb enough to approach the fire Azula produced. If they were dangerous, she’d sense them before they arrived.

Iris waved them over. She was standing over a boiling pot, held over the fire with a makeshift stand. The one they’d taken with them had been destroyed by a monster a week prior, so they had to make do with what Remus could cobble together from its remains and some sticks and vines. “Dinner’s ready. I boiled the venirabbit Remus caught. It’s… edible.” Iris already had a bowl filled with the stew.

Venirabbit’s are a type of monster famed for their unique flavour. Many nobles hire adventurers to hunt them so they can have chefs turn them into delicacies. Azula had been excited when Remus caught one. She ladled herself a bowl. “Only edible?”

“Taste it. Maybe you’ll like it more than me.” Azula tried to do as she asked; the meat was so tender it literally fell apart on her fork. She tried a few more times, then switched to a spoon. The texture was bizarre; it was practically a liquid.

“It tastes… what is that aftertaste?” Azula asked. The initial flavour had been reminiscent of venison, only nicer. Then came the aftertaste that most closely resembled dirt. And not good dirt either. 

“I like it.” Remus was eating happily. The giant man liked everything they cooked. Azula wished she could be so easily pleased.

Azula kept eating. She had no alternative. This was the only food left in the camp. “So… is anyone else sick of the great outdoors yet?” Iris asked between bites.

“Are you not having fun?” Remus asked.

“These last few months have been a dream come true,” Iris reassured him, placing a hand on his knee. “But I miss sleeping in a real bed. Travel is fun, but part of what I was hoping to get out of it was meeting new people. We haven’t spoken to anyone but each other since that vendor last week.”

“What’ll we do about money?” Azula asked. At first, they had been able to buy food with the money Iris brought with her. But as time went on, their cash reserves had run low and they had yet to find a way to replenish them.

“I could send a message to my father to request additional funds. But that would take time.” Big banks used Message Stones and other magical devices to communicate near instantly, but Sunmiss city was poorly connected. It’d take days to get a message delivered. “And I’d rather not rely on my father forever.”

“I never quit my guild,” Azula said. “If there’s a branch of Siren’s Heart in a city nearby, I could take a mission.”

“Would we be able to do it with you?” Iris asked.

“It won’t be an issue. Guilds only pursue criminals if they’re being paid, and no one in Necrum seems to know what Remus did. As far as they’re concerned, he’s a knight. They’ll be thrilled to have someone of such high standing be a part of the organisation. If you join, that is, you wouldn’t have to. As long as I’m a member, I can take work.”

Remus chewed, looking deep in thought. Azula and Iris waited to hear his opinion. “... Okay.”

“Great. So now we just need to figure out where we go,” Iris said. She pulled a map out of her pack, setting her bowl aside. She had already finished it. “Or rather, where on Gaia we are.”

Azula had never been good with directions; she always left that to Bert. Fortunately, Remus had a lot of experience travelling. Even in a foreign country, he had been able to keep them on track. “We’ve got 2 options,” Remus said. He placed a stone on the map. “That’s us. We’re half a day's walk from Lilporch, which looks like a village. Or if we break away and follow the river, we can be in Celestall City in a week, maybe a little less if we rush.”

Azula had never heard of Lilporch. But she knew about Celestall City. Everyone knew about it. It was considered by many to be the greatest city on the entire continent of Corpus, potentially the biggest on all of Gaia (although Azula had only ever heard rumours of the other continents, never seeing so much as a map to confirm what they were like).

“I have always dreamed of seeing the grand architecture of the city of monuments,” Iris said. “I’ve read so much about it; it’d be exquisite to see it for myself.”

“A village probably won’t have a guild, but I know for a fact that Celestall City does,” Azula added. They both looked at Remus. Since they had been travelling, it had been obvious that Remus was not a fan of large cities. He never complained, but it was clear he felt more at home in a smaller settlement. The next full moon was in 3 days, which always made him tense. The upside was that they’d still be in nature when he was forced to transform.

“Okay.” Remus sipped his stew, his expression giving nothing away. “Let’s do it. I’m sure it’ll be fun.”


Chapter 4: Celestall City

Remus had travelled all around Corpus. He had seen dozens of towns and villages, and even Locus once. Celestall City dwarfed them all. Even at a distance, it was intimidating. Dozens of jet-black spires pierced the air. Some were adorned with clocks, others had massive crosses, and others still had crescent moons that gleamed in the light. The buildings seemed impossibly tall, shooting so high that some disappeared into the thick clouds that covered the city.

As he got closer, he saw more details. He realised they weren’t uniform as they appeared at a distance. In fact, no 2 were the same. Some were adorned with great sets of runes that rivalled the most complicated rituals Remus had ever seen. Then on others would be grand murals, designed such that the morning light made them appear to glow. Others still had windows, confirming that insanely enough people lived inside the great towers. Perhaps even more impressive was that the crosses were not decorations as he initially thought, but bridges connecting the spires. Every building in the city seemed to have at least one bridge to another, on which smaller buildings had been erected. Remus saw people walking along the bridges.

Another strange thing was the city wall. Or rather, the absence of a city wall. They walked straight into the city without a single check, finding themselves in one of the darkest, most foul-smelling places that Remus had ever seen. It smelt like a combination of corpses and raw sewage that had been left out in the sun for a decade. The tall buildings and bridges above meant that even looking straight up, the sky was only a tiny sliver. The overcast weather that was common in the area meant that it was almost as dark as night.

I should have come here to hide. Looking around at the lowest level of the city, Remus knew that they could disappear in an instant, never to be seen again. Men and women scuttled about like rats, all small and sickly looking. While the stone was the same as the top of the buildings, the thick layer of grime covering everything meant that the homesteads looked miserable by comparison. Only a handful had fires lit inside, yet Remus got the feeling the others weren’t abandoned. Maybe the residents could not afford wood for a fire.

“Azula, a little light please,” Iris said. Azula quickly created a ball of fire on her hand, illuminating their way. “I must say, the city of monuments certainly lives up to its name. Aside from the castle, I don’t think there’s a single building in Icereach that could rival the smallest tower here.”

“It’s a little intimidating,” Azula said. Remus watched as some men hid down an alleyway. It seemed they did not like being in Azula’s light.

“We’re adventurers,” Iris said. This wasn’t strictly true, only Azula was, but Remus got the feeling she said this on purpose. If people thought they were adventurers, they would be less likely to risk their ire. Remus thought this was a good idea. In a city like this one, there were criminals everywhere. “So, how should we find your guild, Azula?”

“I… um…” Azula looked around helplessly. There wasn’t a single sign or other feature that could be used for navigation. “I have no idea.”

“We should have gone to Lilporch. We could have brought a map,” Remus muttered. He also wished they had gone there so that he’d be somewhere that smelt less repulsive.

“I confess, I did not expect this city to be so discombobulating.” Iris looked around. “I would venture that if we head towards the centre of the city, we’ll see something.”

“Which way is the centre?” Remus asked. It was impossible to tell. The city was like a maze. They had only just entered, yet there were half a dozen paths available to them, half of which split into more paths that disappeared around the bends and the other half were tunnels that went straight through the giant towers.

“That, I do know.” Iris raised a finger into the air. “We need to head towards the Granspire. It’s the tallest building in the city because they keep adding to it, and it’s in the exact centre of the city. So we just need to…” Iris looked up, drifting off as she realised she couldn’t see beyond the massive buildings already in their way. “... huh.”

“How don’t these buildings fall down?” Remus wondered, craning his neck back to try to see the top of one.

“They’re made of etherstone, it’s as light as air, but stronger than steel,” Iris said. She walked up to a building, fist raised as if to rap against it, then, seeing the thick sludge dripping down its side, thought better of it. “That and Necrum architects are the best in the world.”

“Why does everything look like a villain's lair?” Azula asked. She had a point. The heavy use of black and tall, spiky designs meant that the buildings looked like they’d be home to a wicked witch in a fairy tale.

“What do you mean? They look awesome.” Iris grinned. “I’ve never seen such cool buildings before.”

“Of course you’d like it,” Remus said, grinning at his gothic girlfriend. She grinned right back, doing a little spin. “This is definitely your sort of place.”

“You guys don’t like it?” A dozen rats ran out of an alleyway, making Azula leap onto Remus with a girlish scream. He caught her, carrying her like a princess as the rats ran past.

“It’s a little dirty,” Remus said.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you complain that something is too dirty before,” Iris said. She put a finger on her chin, looking at the wall that was literally dripping with black sludge. “But you may have a point.”


Chapter 5: Siren’s Heart

Iris wanted to avoid asking for directions. Orin always said that looking like an out-of-towner would attract pickpockets. After half a day of wandering and getting progressively more lost, she finally gave up and asked. It turned out that the bottom layer of the city, known as the Undercity by the locals, was mostly uninhabited, officially at least. People only travelled through it when they were leaving the city.

This meant that to find anything of note, they had to go up a level. This involved the normal security checks that one would expect to encounter in a large city, with a group known as the inquisitors acting as the city guard. Iris had heard of the inquisitors. People always talked about their endless probing questions, and they lived up to their reputation and then some. It took 3 hours before they were allowed to go up a level, although the inquisitor assured them this was only because they didn’t have proper papers. He gave them something called a Citizens Pass and told them not to lose it. Iris was determined not to, as it cost them the last of their money. She had tried to sweet-talk him and mentioned Remus being a knight of Icereach, but neither impressed the inquisitor.

Ultimately, that didn’t matter. They were in the city proper and had managed to get directions to the guild from the inquisitor as well. This part of the city was noticeably less disgusting. It still had rats and sludge, but much less of both. There was even evidence of murals on some of the walls, although most had been covered in graffiti or damaged to the point it was impossible to tell what they had once been.

It turned out the towers were divided into blocks, referring to the levels. As a general rule, the higher the block was the nicer it was, but there were exceptions. Siren’s Heart was in a well-maintained block but only 3 levels above the Undercity. It would be too inconvenient to make adventurers climb all the way up and down a tower every time they wanted to get fresh work. The building was clean and had a bright red sign indicating it was an adventurer’s guild. It had a picture of a heart on the wall, surrounded by musical notes, which Azula confirmed was the guild's crest. Entering the building, Iris was pleased to find it was every bit as grand on the inside. It reminded Iris of her home in a way, with its high ceiling made of dark stone. That was where the similarities ended. Its walls were covered in frescos depicting great battles between faceless men and great beasts. It wasn’t filled with tables as she expected, with most of the room being empty instead. Across one wall was a row of desks, behind which a bunch of women wearing identical bland outfits were sitting talking to people. A pleasant melody hung in the air with no apparent source.

“How do we get a job?” Iris asked. She turned to see Azula looked just as baffled.

“I… we talk to the receptionist… probably one of these women.” Azula walked forward, taking a seat on a bench in front of one of the available women. The receptionist had a nametag indicating her name was Belfry; they were allowed to have their own names at least.

“Hello, welcome to Siren’s Heart. Thank you so much for your business. How may we help you?” Her voice was friendly, but held no real warmth. Iris noticed she wasn’t looking at them either; it was as if she was in some sort of trance.

“I’d like to apply for a job. Is there a notice board I can look at?” Azula asked.

“No, we stopped using a notice board. Instead, we use this.” Belfry put a box on the table, filled with various cards. “Anything that has a yellow sticker has been taken; if it has a red sticker, the last party to attempt the mission hasn’t reported back in over a year.”

“They’re dead?”

“Or they gave up and moved on.” It was clear it made no difference to Belfry.

Azula started flicking through the missions. Iris wasn’t sure what criteria she was using, but seeing her frown get deeper with each card, she knew it wasn’t going well. “Do you have any lower-rank missions?” Azula asked at last.

“I’m sorry. Here at Siren’s Heart Celestall City branch, we only accept missions that have a good payout. That means that most of our missions have high ranks.”

“They’re all S-rank.”

“Some are SS rank,” Belfry said, her smile dead. “We keep the SSS rank missions in a separate box. Would you like to see those?”

Azula gaped at her. What Belfry had just said was, in a word, stupid. No sane adventurer took SSS-rank missions, as they almost invariably resulted in the death of the job taker. Even Iris knew that, and she wasn’t an adventurer. “... No.”

“Okay.” Belfry kept staring at them, frozen in place.

“I failed my A-rank exam, I can’t take A-rank missions,” Azula said, pushing the box across the table.

“Here at Siren’s Heart Celestall City branch, adventurers are welcome to take any mission they have the confidence to take on. However, please be aware that we offer no protection, insurance or assurances. Also, other adventurers may take the same mission that you do, in which case the reward will go to whoever completes the mission first.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. We pride ourselves on being a very progressive branch.”

“Do a lot of the adventurers die on these missions?” Iris asked.

“Yes.” Belfry put her hands on the box. “Would you like to take a mission?”


Chapter 6: Broke

“I am willing to concede that coming here may not have been my finest decision,” Iris said. After failing to secure non-lethal work, they had retired to the waiting area of the guild. With no money, they couldn’t afford lodgings or anything to eat. “I can still ask my father to arrange for me to withdraw some money if we find a bank.”

“How long would that take?” Remus asked.

“If everything went perfectly, and he was just sitting around waiting to make the arrangements?” Iris asked. “A couple days... maybe more. There’s no bank in Sunmiss City, so he’ll have to get a letter sent to him from Icereach.”

“I always wondered how I’d die. I didn’t think it’d be starving to death in the biggest city on Gaia,” Azula said, nodding to herself slowly. “It’s nice to have surprises like this even at the end.”

“Don’t be so theatrical. We’ll figure something out,” Iris said. She scrunched up her lips in thought. “Besides, dying of hunger takes much longer than a couple of days. We’re more likely to die of thirst. I’ve not seen a well anywhere.”

“Another lovely surprise.”

“Excuse me, are you the Black Knight?” a woman asked, walking over to them. She was a classic dark elf noble beauty, wearing a floor-length purple dress with spiky bracelets. She was taller than Iris, though still noticeably shorter than Remus. She smelt of soap, with a faint perfume complimenting it. “You must be. I can’t think there are many men in this city as big as you.”

“I am a Black Knight, but it’s an honorary position.”

“I’m aware of the story.” She waved her hand, dismissing his attempt at an explanation. “My name is Lady Violeta, of the ancient house Tartarus. You may call me Lady Violeta.” She offered Remus her hand. From the way she was holding it, Remus thought she wanted him to kiss it, but he wouldn’t make that mistake again. He grabbed her wrist and shook her hand.

“Remus. I have no household.”

“Then you are the first of your name,” Violeta said, gripping his wrist with surprising strength. “You should style yourself a name, lest your new household goes extinct.”

“I’m not really concerned about that. The knight thing-”

Violeta released his wrist. “You should be. Your knighthood may not seem significant to you, but it is a rare honour that few others will ever receive. To deny your progeny access to the doors it can open for them is most irresponsible.”

Remus wanted to tell her that he didn’t have any children, nor did he plan to have any. He got the feeling she wouldn’t accept that though. “I’ll consider it. I’ll need time to come up with one,” he said, hoping to end the conversation.

“As you should. Ideally, your household will endure for hundreds of generations. If that is the case, you’ll be responsible for the name of countless descendants. It is important that you pick a name that carries the proper connotation.” Violeta placed a hand on her chest. “My family name is an old term for the underworld, a way of showing we are the masters of life and death.”

“I see. That’s cool.” Remus scratched his ear. “Do you want something from me?”

“My apologies, it seems I’ve allowed myself to get lost on a tangent – though do remember what I said.” She looked around, then pulled a chair over to sit on. “I heard that you were seeking employment.”

“We tried, but-”

“That’s right,” Azula said, cutting Remus off.

Violeta looked at Azula in surprise, as if she hadn’t considered the possibility she might speak. “Have you taken a job yet?”

“No. The guild only has -”

“We are still looking,” Azula cut Remus off again.

Why’s she doing that? Remus was trying to explain the situation, yet Azula seemed intent on stopping him.

“Marvellous. As it happens, I am in need of some muscle.”

“Why can’t you go through the guild?” Azula asked. Remus finally realised what she was doing. She was trying to learn about the job without revealing they were unwilling to take S-rank missions. If the mission ranks were lower, they’d be able to take it safely without revealing it was their only choice and ruining their negotiating position. Azula thought he’d mess up and lose them money. He’d be offended if she wasn’t right.

“I can tell you're not from around here. A recent change in law means that nobles cannot hire adventurers — supposedly we were using them to settle private disputes. Regrettably, my housecarls are not well suited to fixing my current problem. Thus, I am left with no one to turn to, or I would be if it were not for a certain loophole. A noble can always make a deal with another noble to bring them into their service temporarily, and a knight is sufficient for those purposes.”

“Why don’t you have the inquisitors look into it?” Iris asked.

Violeta smiled joylessly. “The inquisitors are a... serviceable organisation. But for my purposes, I would prefer someone more motivated.” Remus knew she was implying something, but without more context, he wasn’t sure what. “Well, are you interested?"

“How much would you pay?” Azula asked. Violeta looked at her as if trying to calculate exactly how much she was worth.

“1000 skulls should be sufficient.” Remus was very pleased with that number. “This job should only take you a day or so if you're competent.”

“We usually work for more,” Azula said. Remus knew for a fact she had worked for far less when she was with Bert and Gretel.

“Is that so?” Violeta inspected her nails; they were the same purple as her dress. “Well, considering your current financial situation, I think you’ll be amenable to this rate. As a bonus, I’ll give you the first 100 skulls as an advance.”

“How do you know our financial situation?” Remus asked.

Violeta’s grin made him feel very stupid. “Call it a hunch. Now, do we have a deal or not?”

Azula looked at Remus, silently asking for permission to proceed. He nodded; he thought it was a great deal. “Fine, we’ll do it.” This time, Violeta shook Azula’s hand.

“Marvellous.” Violeta stood up, heading for the door. “Follow me.”

“Now?” Azula asked. “What about our advance?”

“I’ll need to pick it up. You don’t think I walk around with hundreds of skulls in my pocket, do you?”


Chapter 7: Thieves

Lady Violeta led them to the Deep Bank. Iris knew all about the Deep Bank; her father kept most of his money with them. They were an international organisation, originally founded in the orcish country north of Necrum, Twilsis. While they did allow peasants to create accounts, that wasn’t their primary way of generating income. They worked with nobles, granting massive loans to houses they viewed as reliable in exchange for steep interest rates. Orin warned Iris to never take out a loan, as they would do whatever it took to ensure they got their money back. Those who failed to make their repayments had a tendency to go missing. Officially, they had nothing to do with this, but everyone knew that was a lie.

Considering how wealthy the organisation was, its appearance was surprisingly mundane. It was a hole in the wall, smaller than the guild, with only a handful of tellers. A handful of men were standing guard, but they lacked weapons.

Violeta did not appear to be threatened by the bank. She withdrew her money with an air of authority about her; the teller rushed to get what she requested without even checking her papers. The reason for this became clear when they saw a plaque dedicated to the owners; Violeta’s household was at the top of the list.

“I don’t understand. If you own the bank, surely you can protect yourself,” Iris said. Violeta led them to a small seating area to discuss the job.

“That’s what I’m doing,” Violeta said. “But I don’t own the bank. No one person does. I am merely on the board, as are many others.”

Iris felt like she was omitting something important. She didn’t pry, however, not wanting to risk the ire of such a powerful woman. The laws may prevent her from legally hiring adventurers, but she had no doubts that the bank would be willing to hire adventurers illegally if they felt the need. Violeta gave Iris a small sack filled with coins.

“You may count them if you wish.”

“No need, your reputation is enough for us,” Iris said. Her father had once said something similar, and she knew nobles liked to hear it. “Tell us more about the job.”

Violeta snapped her fingers. One of the security guards ran over. He was a short orc with a blaze of red hair covering his head. “You need something, Lady Violeta?”

“This is Lampri, one of my housecarls. He was tasked with protecting this particular branch,” Violeta said, placing a hand on Lampri’s arm. Lampri looked guilty and joyful at the same time. “Last night, he was attacked, and this branch was robbed. Now, I’m not concerned with the petty cash they took.” Iris suspected that what she and Violeta considered petty cash were 2 very different things. “However, this bank also has safety deposit boxes. It is important for our reputation that we retrieve what was taken.”

“What did you lose?” Azula asked.

“Only one box was removed, which makes us think this was a targeted attack. It held a necklace that belongs to Queen Vael.”

“The crown jewels?” Iris asked, sitting bolt upright.

Violeta laughed musically. “No, nothing so important. It is, however, a piece the queen is quite fond of. If we fail to recover it, her faith in us may waver.” Violeta stood up, Lampri helping her wordlessly. “Lampri will walk you through the rest. I’m afraid I have other commitments to see to.”

Lampri stayed standing until she had left the building, then he turned back to them. “Sir Remus, follow me.”

He went towards a set of stairs that had been hidden from view. They followed him. The climb was further than they expected. It turned out that this was not the only floor controlled by the bank. They owned the entire tower. Lampri never faltered, climbing step after step indefatigably.

Remus kept up with him, but Iris and Azula were fatigable. “Guys, slow down… I need a break,” Azula was the first to break. She folded over herself, holding the bannister, panting for air.

Lampri turned back to them, blinking rapidly. “Mages?”

“Yes,” Iris said, stopping as well. She managed to look a little more composed than Azula, but only a little. She was sure her face was purple with exhaustion. She regretted wearing her platform boots; she should’ve kept her hiking gear on. “How much further?”

“18 more floors.” Iris sat down.

Ki users are insane.

“Are you tired?” Iris glared at Remus, the audacity! “Do you want me to carry you?”

“... yes.” Remus scooped up Iris, putting her on his right shoulder, then did the same with Azula on his left. “Is this okay?”

“Yeah, you guys weigh like nothing.” Remus’ shoulder was so broad she could sit on it comfortably. Iris smiled at her huge boyfriend. Azula looked much more embarrassed but did not protest.

“Alright, mush.” She tapped his flank with her heel.

“Yes, hurry,” Lampri said. He resumed climbing again, not checking that they were following. Embarrassingly, Remus was faster than them, even carrying them both. When they reached the desired floor, Remus set them down on the ground.

This floor looked more like what Iris expected from the Deep Bank, with glistening marble surfaces with golden trim everywhere. A cage held a set of boxes of various sizes, each with 2 padlocks on them. The door to the cage had fallen off its hinges.

“It was a targeted job. Whoever did this knew which box belonged to the queen.” Lampri walked through the broken cage door, pointing at the single open box. It was in the middle of a set, with no distinguishing features that might indicate its owner. “Also, look.” He pointed to the hinges of the cage door. They were rusted and had fallen apart.

“You think a mage did this?” Azula said, crouching. “Are you sure the bank maintained it properly? Maybe it’s natural wear and tear.”

“Lady Violeta keeps high standards.” Lampri crossed his arms with a scowl.

“I’m sure she does,” Iris said. “Alright, Muscles, you’re up. What do you smell?”

Remus sniffed the air doggishly. “Perfume. It was a woman who did this.” He moved toward the box. “Why does the box smell like a man? I thought you said it belonged to the queen?”

“You think the queen manages her own banking?” Lampri asked sarcastically. “You’d be smelling her chamberlain.”

Remus sniffed some more. “If you have something that belongs to the queen, I might be able to track the necklace.”

“Do you really think I have access to the queen's personal possessions?”

“Hey, he’s trying to help. A little respect here,” Iris said, her hands on her hips. Lampri’s scowl deepened, then turned into a professional smile.

“Sorry. What I mean to say is that I can ask, but don’t get your hopes up. The necklace is regularly cleaned anyway, so it may not smell like her.”

“Whatever.” Remus smelt the gate. “The gate smells like a woman.” Remus coughed. “Violeta said someone attacked you. Did you fight these guys?”

“My team was taken by surprise.” Lampri rubbed his arm awkwardly.

“What happened?” Iris asked, sensing he was avoiding the topic. “It might be important.”

“We… fell asleep.” Iris stared at him mildly. “We all fell asleep; there were 6 of us on this floor, not to mention the floors above and below. Everyone got knocked unconscious.”

“A potion?” Azula asked. Some potions could be aerosolized, letting them affect everyone in an area; they work particularly well in enclosed spaces as it’s so hard to get away from them.

“We had an alchemist investigate. He found no evidence of one in either our blood or the air. We all just… suddenly felt very sleepy.” Lampri was radiating shame. Iris understood why; he was clearly devoted to Lady Violeta, yet had failed to do his job and didn’t even know why.

They asked a few more questions, but Lampri didn’t seem to know anything useful. Ultimately, it was unimportant. Remus had caught the scent of the thief.


Chapter 8: Tracking

Remus had always excelled at tracking people by scent. It had got to the point he sometimes forgot that other people couldn’t. Finding this woman, he assumed it was a woman based on the flowery scent of her perfume, was nearly effortless. She might as well have drawn a red line behind her everywhere she went.

She had exited using a window that was a single story above a bridge. From there, she repeated the trick several times, always dropping another level. It would have worked well if she had considered her scent. Remus jumped from bridge to bridge, only having to slow down so his teammates could find him as they took the long way.

He found himself back in the Undercity, the smell of grime filling his nostrils. He wished he could find her some other way, but it was impossible. She had gone down an alleyway, and then worse, into a trapdoor. Once his team arrived, he explained what was going on.

“There’s a hole. I don’t know what’s down there, but it stinks.” He gestured to the trapdoor. He pulled on its handle, but couldn’t get it to open. “It's locked.”

“Break it,” Lampri said.

“Won’t we get in trouble? Someone must own it.”

“A criminal.”

“No one cares about the Undercity,” Iris said. “I say break it. The longer we stand here chatting, the more time they have to escape.”

Remus tilted his head, conceding the point. Drawing his fist back, he smashed the door into splinters. Pulling the broken remains of it open, he found a ladder leading down. “I’ll lead.” If it was a trap, Remus would rather he be the one who got hurt. He could heal.

The passageway down was claustrophobic. He was touching the walls on 3 sides, having to press himself against the ladder as he went. He couldn’t see where he was stepping, navigating his way down by touch. “There’s a missing step.” His teammates could see better than him the benefits of their smaller bodies, but he told them anyway. His voice echoed slightly, as did Iris’ frantic shushing.

At the bottom, he found himself by a murky green river. Fortunately, there was a dry riverbed to walk on. “What the hell is this? A sewer?”

“Celestall City has no sewer. This is a natural river that flows under the city,” Lampri said, dropping down next to Remus.

“Then where do you-”

“We throw it out the window.” That explained a lot, including why the river smelt so bad. They may not have designed it properly, but it was functionally a sewer.

“Gross.”

“Can you still smell them?” Iris asked. “Because I’m not coming down there if you can’t.”

Remus sniffed the disgusting air. “I can. They’re close.”

Everyone fell silent as they slinked around the tunnel system. It was dark, so Remus let his eyes shift, giving him night vision. Iris was also able to see, having learnt to use her Stygian powers to see in the dark. It was one of the first things she had learnt by studying Linmer’s study of possessor beasts. The others had to make do without, stepping carefully and holding hands to stay together. They saw a literal light at the end of the tunnel.

Remus stopped them. “They’re around this corner.” He strained his ears, trying to hear what was going on inside. Iris held up 2 fingers, indicating how many of them there were; her elf ears were better than his.

“We can take them,” Lampri said, clenching his fists. “I’ll lead.”

Lampri moved before Remus could respond, racing around the corner with a war cry. “For Lady Violeta!”

I was getting tired of sneaking around. Remus followed Lampri around the corner, only to find he was already on his back. “Are you okay?” Lampri groaned, struggling to get up. “What happened?”

A fist flew into his face. A man made of shadow appeared out of nowhere right next to him. A little further back there was a dark-haired woman wearing a pink bandanna to hide her face. She was wearing a pink and black catsuit. She was the thief. Remus recognised her scent. “A visitor at this hour? How fun!” Her voice was muffled, but bubbled with excitement. It was as if being ambushed was the most entertaining thing imaginable for her. “But you really should leave. Or else.”

“Or else what?” An arrow buried itself in Remus' arm.

“Or else this?” A nasal voice said. Remus turned to the source, but saw nothing. Another arrow fired, but he dodged it this time. He pulled the arrow out, a stream of blood following it. “Not a good idea.”

Remus could feel the change taking hold. He let it, feeling fur cover his skin and his muscles shift. The familiar pain made him howl in fury. “Bad idea.”

“Oooh, a doggy!” He leapt forward, using his werewolf-enhanced strength. He couldn’t see the archer, so he focused on the enemy he could see. “Bad doggy!” She slashed at him with a knife. Remus caught her wrist, stopping the attack. Another arrow flew at him, but was destroyed in a bloom of flame.

“Surrender. Now,” Remus ordered. Her eyes widened in terror. “We have you outnumbered and outmatched. You don’t stand a chance.” She dropped her knife.

“He’s hiding in the ceiling,” Iris called. A second later, the ceiling was covered in flames. Shortly after, a short man covered head to toe in shadows fell from it ungracefully. He smelt of bow oil and steel.

“I’ve got him.” Lampri pinned him to the ground.

“Do you have braces or something?” Remus asked, turning back to Lampri. This would prove a costly mistake. His prisoner wriggled one hand free and punched his injured arm, making him cry out in pain. Only then did he realise that it was still bleeding. He loosened his grip, letting her break free.

“Sorry, but if you want to handcuff me, you’ve got to buy me dinner first… or at least a drink.” She tackled Lampri, freeing her companion.

“Where do you think you're going?” Azula asked, blocking her path with a wall of fire. The woman raised her hands.

Then the sky fell.

The flaming wreckage of the ceiling collapsed onto them, a heavy tile knocking Lampri out. “Don’t let them get away!” More shadow men appeared, intercepting Azula and Iris. The criminals slipped out in the chaos, sprinting down the river.

Remus vaulted over the shades. He followed them down a narrow path, gaining on them. Then the cage fell. Steel bars blocked his path, turning he saw he was surrounded. The women he had caught earlier turned to him, laughing at his predicament. “I know you aren’t happy, doggy. But think of it this way: lots of people would pay good money to have a beautiful thief put them in a cage.”

“Let me out.” Remus grabbed the bars, attempting to bend them. They were too strong.

“Got to go. Toodles!” She wiggled her fingers in a wave, then ran away. Her companion paused, their eyes fixed on his own.

“You would be wise to leave us be,” she said. Remus could tell she was disguising her voice, but there was a clear feminine undertone. She turned and followed Misty, leaving Remus in his cage.

“Remus, are you okay?” Azula asked, racing around the corner. Lampri and Iris were with her. Lampri looked shaken, but was moving by himself.

“I’m fine. It’s just a cage.”


Chapter 9: Delivery Boy

Once they got Remus out of the cage, they tried to track them, but they had gone into the river to mask their scents. Without their scent, tracking them proved impossible. They could have gone back up, or swam downstream. There was no way of knowing.

It wasn’t all bad. Once they gave up on looking for her, they returned to her hiding place. Searching it, they found a large chest filled with money, both skulls and other denominations, as well as the queen’s necklace. Lampri was able to confirm it was real, meaning the mission was officially a success. Remus offered Lampri a cut, but he refused, saying he did nothing to merit the reward.

They reported the stolen goods to Violeta, who gave them the rest of their payment. She then advised them to report their findings to the inquisitors. The bank had no interest in any of the other stolen goods, but that didn’t mean they could keep what they had found. Walking around with a chest full of ill-got gains was a good way to get arrested.

That’s how they found themselves in the inquisitor's tower, sitting in a poorly lit room with the chest's contents spread over the table. Once they explained what had happened, they were told to wait for further instructions, then dumped into a small room with a metal table and chairs and a large mirror for a wall. No one even offered them a drink. Azula got the distinct feeling they were being treated like criminals.

An hour later, the door opened and a surly dark elf woman entered. She had tusks, hinting at orcish heritage, but her armour and even makeup were all classic dark elf attire. Azula noticed she was wearing heavy makeup and a particularly pungent lemon-scented perfume. She was wearing a short sword on her hip, with a dagger on the opposite side, and if the gleam of metal was anything to go by, more weapons hidden in her leather boots. “The name's Irene. Don’t ask for a surname because I don’t have one. Which one of you is the noble brat?”

Remus and Iris shared a look. Remus was a knight, so he was technically a noble, but Iris fit the bill of noble brat much better. “I’m a Black Knight, if that’s what you mean,” Remus said at last.

Irene looked him up and down, sneering. “Big bastard, ain’t ya?” She pulled a notepad out of her pocket. “So, the word is you think you’ve discovered proof that the Thieves Guild exists.”

“The what?”

“Don’t be cute with me.” Irene pulled her chair back, the wood scraping against stone making a loud sound. “I want to know exactly what happened and when. Who you saw. What they did. Everything. Capisce?”

“We were hired to look for a thief. We found them but they got away,” Remus said. Irene narrowed her eyes.

“You think this is funny?”

“No.”

“Look, I’m in charge of hunting these bastards down. And it’ll be a lot easier if you take that silver spoon out of your mouth for a second to tell me what happened.” She was making a big assumption about Remus. Azula understood that him being a knight might be confusing, but how she could look at Remus and think he was rich was beyond her. He wasn’t wearing his fancy armour; he was dressed like a peasant wearing damaged clothes he had fixed himself. “You know what, you, the retainer, talk.”

She pointed at Azula. Azula ran her through the events as she understood them. She didn’t know anything Remus didn’t, but she made sure to use more detail so the irate inquisitor would calm down. This seemed to work, as Irene actually made some notes and started asking normal questions rather than insulting Remus endlessly. When Azula finished, Irene was tapping her pencil against the table repeatedly.

“So to summarise, you decided that because you're a knight that gives you the right to enforce the law in a city you're not from, then lost 2 criminals in the tunnels?” Irene rolled her eyes. “You toffs are all the same. Gai’s cock, the reason we made the anti-adventurer laws was to stop exactly this kind of nonsense from happening. If you hadn’t stuck your fat head in, we’d have captured them and made real progress. Instead, we’ve got a pile of cheap jewels and other nonsense.”

“Hey, we were trying to help. Maybe if you did your job properly in the first place, we wouldn’t have had to get involved,” Iris said.

“Iris,” Remus said.

“No.” Iris slammed her hands on the table. “Remus found these criminals in a couple hours. How are you so incompetent that with all the resources of the inquisitors at your disposal, you couldn’t make any progress in days? Maybe instead of complaining, you should be thanking us for doing your jobs for you!”

Irene looked about ready to explode. She snapped her pencil, her teeth clenched so hard Azula half expected them to crack. “Listen here, you little-”

“Sorry I’m late.” The door opened, and another woman entered. “Hiya, I’m Justine. I’m just here to observe, you can ignore me.”

Justine took the seat next to Irene. Irene bit her lip, her eyes wide with anger. “We’re done here.”

“What? I only just arrived.”

“I’ve got what I need. You can read my report later. See them out.” Irene stood up, her chair falling to the ground.

“You're not my boss. You can’t give me orders.” Irene had already left, slamming the door behind her. “Wow, you guys really ruffled her feathers.”

“I think she doesn’t like that I’m a knight,” Remus said.

“Yep, that’ll do it. She’s got a major chip on her shoulder when it comes to nobles,” Justine said. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve already been briefed. Nothing you did is illegal, so she can’t hurt you. Unless you're hiding something that is.” Justine leaned forward, grinning at them excitedly. Azula looked away, struggling with the sudden change in tone. “Yeah, thought not. Now, I imagine you want to know what happens to all this booty.”

“Can we keep it?” Iris asked, grinning.

“Ha! No, otherwise everyone would turn up with stolen stuff and claim they took it from another criminal!” Justine laughed to herself, her bust shaking. Azula quickly refocused her attention on Justine’s eyes. “Anything we have reports on has to be returned to the rightful owner. Some of the other stuff we’ll hold on to, hoping someone comes forward to claim it. However!” Justine leaned forward, her excited expression returning. “The skulls are a different matter. You're allowed what we call a finder’s fee on any cash that cannot be identified as belonging to anyone in particular. Which is to say, pretty much all of it.”

“How much is the finder's fee?” Azula asked. She refused to get excited until she knew what she was actually getting.

“40%.”


Chapter 10: The Queen's Voice

People often called Vael’s court the dark court — this was a misnomer. In truth, its position at the highest point in the city and the stained glass windows on nearly every wall meant the room was always painted with light from multiple sides. These lights mixed, creating a constantly shifting mosaic on the marble ground throughout the day.

There was only one chair in the entire room: the throne on its raised dais. Only the queen may sit. All of her courtiers stood in neat rows beneath her, both metaphorically and literally. No one was permitted to step foot on the dais. In the past, there had been 2 thrones, one for the queen and one for the king. But Queen Vael was famously a virgin — officially — and had decreed early in her rule she would never marry, as she was married to Necrum.

Beneath, there was a series of lower levels within the room. Each level represented a person's rank in relation to the queen; the closer they stood to her, the higher their rank. Violeta was in the top rank, immediately below the queen but above everyone else. Only a few people were permitted on this rank, mostly old families that were related to her in some capacity. Violeta had no relation to the queen; she was a half-orc too. But she was rich; both her prosperous lands and position at the Deep Bank meant she had more money than anyone save the queen herself. This meant she was able to hold on to her position.

Despite their insular reputation, most of the lesser royals and dukes had accepted her for the same reason. She gave them favourable loans, so they tolerated her as one of their circle.

“In summary, Your Majesty, we have retrieved that which they dared steal from you, and it is once again in storage under heavy guard.” Violeta waited with bated breath. Violeta knew that coming to the queen with problems was never wise. She had a realm to rule; she did not want courtiers that brought her problems, she wanted to be brought solutions. That is why she had taken a risk, hiring Remus to retrieve the necklace. A risk that had paid off. The queen was sitting on her throne, impassive. Her grey robe hung loosely from her aged frame; her eyes sunken and body skeletal. Her expression stayed neutral as Violeta spoke. If she had any thoughts on what she was hearing, she did not wish to share them. The other nobles were all nodding along, content to throw their weight behind Violeta. Many of them had money in the Deep Bank.

But not everyone in the room agreed.

“Your Majesty, if I may be permitted to speak. I would ask why this is being hailed as a victory. By the sounds of it, she allowed a mere ruffian to make off with your personal property.” A row below, there was her biggest annoyance. Tibalt, the Arch Inquisitor. By all rights, he shouldn’t be permitted to enter the room. He was of low rank, an orphan with no family name to speak of. Like Remus, he had been granted his title due to his combat strength, rising through the ranks of the inquisitors until he was their leader. The inquisitors were the queen's only personal forces, her standing army. While she could order her nobles to raise the levies, she kept the inquisitors as a way of maintaining military dominance over the houses, and so she had a force that could react immediately if needed.

The queen had yet to react to anything. This meant they were free to continue speaking. At her side was the Queen's Voice, Duke Thresha. He was her closest retainer; he was considered an extension of her body. The queen could not be expected to expend the energy to talk for herself. As such, when he is next to her, anything he says is considered to be the words of the queen. As it stood, he was content to stay silent, indicating that the debate could continue.

“One could view it that way. Although another may raise the question of why the inquisitors believed that the thief could not be brought to justice, yet my forces were able to do so in mere hours,” Violeta said. The various nobles muttered their agreement. She had them well-trained; no one would risk alienating their banker. Duke Thresha stayed carefully silent, awaiting a signal from his liege. Duke Thresha had obtained his position by being mindlessly loyal; he would never risk expressing an opinion that the queen might disagree with. No one needed a voice that spoke without permission. “Perhaps it would be wise to take a deeper look into their practices and see if changes are necessary.”

“I feel it important to remember that we have already begun an investigation into the Thieves Guild,” Tibalt said, his voice taking on a melodramatic, impassioned tone that he probably thought sounded noble. “Despite Lady Violeta’s assurances that such an organisation does not exist, I feel this recent attack on yourself proves otherwise. As such, I will be deploying every man and woman we have to ensure that they are captured and brought to justice, so that no one will ever even think of opposing you again.”

The queen stirred. Everyone fell silent immediately, waiting to hear what she would say. “Acceptable.” One word. That was all it took. The mutterings changed. Suddenly everyone was saying how they always knew the Thieves Guild was real and an obvious threat.

“We have spoken. Sir Tibalt is hereby ordered to begin an investigation using his full manpower, with the support of the nobility he shall rout out the Thieves Guild and bring all who oppose us to justice,” Duke Thresha said, using the royal we. “Any thought to be acting against Tibalt will be in violation of the will of the queen, and punished accordingly.”

Violeta knew better than to try to protest. The decision was made: Tibalt would receive the aid he needed to bring his plan to fruition. No one could argue against the Queen's Voice.


Chapter 11: Daylight Robbery

With their finances secured, Remus was able to get them a room at the inn. They decided to all share the same triple bedroom. It seemed too sad for any one of them to be left out in the cold. When they had been camping, they had always had one person stay awake to keep watch, but in an inn that wasn’t required so they could all sleep together.

With their lodgings paid for, things were looking up for the team. Iris wanted to use this change to explore the capital more, but Azula had other ideas. “I want to meet Bridget, the Heroine of the Sacred Flame. I’ve heard rumours she lives nearby.”

“You think she’ll train you,” Iris guessed.

“Well, she might not want to. I imagine she has tons of people begging to be her apprentice. But even if she refuses, I have to try. She’s the only Legendary Heroine still alive; she fought against Lilith’s demons and lived.” Iris had heard about Lilith. She had terrorised the nations of Corpus, except Necrum, who made peace with her early and therefore avoided getting damaged in the ensuing Demon Wars. She was a supremely powerful witch, creating demons that terrorised cities. The Legendary Heroes were the only people who were able to fight back, defeating her demons and ultimately her. “Maybe it’s a bad idea. It could be a waste of time.”

“No. This is a great idea.” Iris grabbed Azula’s shoulders, looking at her squarely. Azula was being proactive in achieving her goal. Iris wanted to ensure she stayed encouraged. “Isn’t that right, Remus?”

“Yes. You should do this.” Azula clenched her fists. “We can come with you, if you want?”

“No. I should do this alone. I’ll look weak if I need my boyfriend and girlfriend for support,” Azula said. “You guys have fun.”

Iris repeated the offer a few times, but she was glad Azula refused. To Azula, the Legendary Heroes represented the greatest heights of magic imaginable. They were her idols. To Iris, they were soldiers who fought in a distant war, worthy of respect but not anyone to revere. They split up, Iris dragging Remus with her. The inn wasn’t cheap, but they had earned a lot of money. This meant she could finally do something she hadn’t been able to do enough of in her life: shopping.

When it came to shopping, Celestall City was the greatest city in the world. The multi-layered market was alive with sights and smells that couldn’t be found for hundreds of miles; merchants from all over Corpus and beyond gathered in the market to hawk their wares. Having grown up in a “city” with only 4 stores, and the occasional travelling merchant who had got lost, Iris was thrilled to finally be able to see what the world had to offer.

“Where shall we go next?” Iris asked, looking at the crowded central area. She had gone to some smaller stores on the way, but this part was the main hub.

“Um…” Remus scratched his cheek. “Wherever you want to go is fine.”

I’ll make it up to him. Remus wasn’t as into shopping as Iris. He was functionally a walking purse for her; one of the things she wanted to buy was a new bag, since her old one had broken when they were travelling. This meant Remus had to carry all the cash in his coin purse, the bag tucked into his tattered coat. They’d converted it into bars, which were each worth 50 skulls to make it less unwieldy. And I’ll buy him a new coat. He’s already ruined the last one I got him.

“Follow me.” Iris pushed her way into the crowd. There were more people in this small walkway than had been in her city growing up. It was overwhelming in the best way. Iris loved crowds. She found they were surprisingly easy to push through; her relatively small size meant she could slip through the gaps between people, always moving forward towards her goal. What was her goal? She honestly didn’t know. Half the shops’ signs were written in languages she didn’t speak. Finding out what it sold was going to be half the fun!

Behind her she heard Remus repeatedly grunting out apologies, struggling to keep up with her. The gentle giant could have pushed his way through the crowd and no one would have been able to do anything about it, but he was too worried about hurting someone by accident. This meant that even when Iris reached the store, she had to wait an additional 10 minutes for Remus to catch up.

When he reached her, he looked ruffled by the experience. Iris led him into the store. It was a shop specialising in light elf fashion. It had ball gowns that looked like they came from the last millennium, designed to hang off an ethereal body. They also had Wood Elf style, utilising leathers to cover the absolute minimum required to not be considered naked. A few pieces were hybrids of the 2, with a tiny leather base connected by mesh so sheer it was practically transparent.

“What do you say, Muscles? Want to see your girl in this?” Iris picked up one that had a corset-like design that would lift her breasts up. Remus growled. “Ooh, that’s exactly the reaction I was hoping for. Hmm, I’ll have to get Azula one too, so we can match.”

She shopped a little longer, deciding to get a red one for herself and a black one for Azula. Red would clash with Azula’s hair, but Iris loved her in black. When she was done, she went to the till where an orc was standing, looking vaguely bored. “Price?” His command of the language was poor; his accent was so thick that it was hard to understand him. She handed him the garments. He glanced at the tags, checking the price. “Money.”

“Money.” Iris turned to Remus. He reached into his pocket, then frowned. He checked his other pocket.

“Um…”

“Tell me you're kidding, Remus.” He searched increasingly frantically, turning his pockets out in a desperate attempt to make the cash appear.

“I don’t know what happened.”

“I know.” Iris looked out, scanning the crowd. Remus had walked through it, getting jostled by every person out there. “You were pickpocketed.”

“Oh.” Remus stopped looking. “I didn’t notice anyone taking my stuff.”

Remus growled, lifting his shirt to his nose and sniffing it. He repeated this with the inside of his pocket. “Have you got the scent?”

Remus nodded, bemused. “This doesn’t make any sense. Why would he pickpocket me?”


Chapter 12: Ignis

As a Legendary Heroine, Bridget had a lot of money and a stellar reputation; it was only fitting she lived among the upper crust, where it was possible to see the sky. Azula regretted not bringing Remus with her. While the city did have some maps built into signs, they were incredibly difficult to understand. Azula had never had to navigate in 3 dimensions before, and ended up walking from one end of the city to the other repeatedly as she got lost.

It turned out that while citizens could move between most levels of the city freely, the highest levels were reserved for nobility and those sponsored by one. There were 4 towers, the tops of which made up the noble district, one for each of the cardinal directions. As one without rank, Azula had been stopped at the bridge leading to the southern tower where Bridget lived. There was only 1 entrance to the southern noble district, a grand bridge with a fortress-like building blocking the middle of it. To get through, one had to be given permission by the inquisitors. “Is there any way I can go through? I want to send a letter to Bridget of the Sacred Flame.”

The inquisitor sighed. Azula knew she was annoying him but was unwilling to give up. It had taken her hours to find the entrance to the noble district. The inquisitor was called Snivel. Snivel looked like a classic underling: short, with an arched back and thin, weak arms. He was a dark elf, but was so pale he almost looked human.

“Listen, lady, if you want to send a letter, you need to hire an approved messenger,” Snivel said. He made a shooing gesture with his hand.

“Could you deliver a letter for me?”

“I could.” Azula beamed. “But I don’t want to.” Azula glared at Snivel, who was grinning cruelly.

“You could be more helpful, you know?” Azula hated confrontation. But with someone as frustrating as Snivel, she made an exception.

“I am an inquisitor. It’s my job to enforce the law. The law isn’t helpful; it never is.” Snivel sneered. “Now, get lost. I don’t have all day.”

Azula spun around in a huff. She saw a queue had formed behind her, several irate nobles and their servants glaring at her. “Um, sorry to be an inconvenience…” Azula bowed. Her instinct was to leave, but she had no idea how to find a messenger. “Um, could anyone do me a favour?”

A woman pushed past her, handing the inquisitor her documents. Azula hung her head, slinking out of the room. Outside, she saw an old lady struggling with her bags. “Young lady, would you be a lamb and help me with these?”

Azula was in a foul mood. Her instinct was to ignore the old woman, the same way the inquisitor and the nobles had ignored her. It was her fault for buying so much. Azula also noticed that she was leaving the noble district. That doesn’t mean she’s rich. She’s probably a servant.

She certainly looked like a servant. She was short and had a hunched back, making her look positively tiny. Azula guessed she was at least 300, ancient even for an elf. Her wrinkles were so deep they looked like scars, and her hair had turned completely white. The only nice thing she had on her was a silver locket around her neck. Her cloak was thick, but noticeably tarnished. It was impossible to tell what colour it was originally, as it was now a patchwork of different stains obtained over its long life. For a woman in her state to still be working was a tragedy.

“Of course I’ll help you.” Azula picked up both bags. They were heavier than they looked, no wonder she was struggling! “Where do you live?”

“3 floors down, on the servant’s floor.” She started walking, her whole body shaking with every step. “You can call me Ignis.”

Azula nodded, taking a single step to catch up to her. She wished the woman would walk faster. She didn’t want to carry the bags any longer than she had to. “I’m Azula. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ignis. Have you lived in this city long?”

“I came here to retire, but it didn’t work out the way I hoped it would.” Ignis laughed humourlessly.

“We had similar issues. But we found work, so things are looking up.”

“At my age, working isn’t a boon,” Ignis said. “I shouldn’t complain. There are many who have it worse than me; it’s important to remember that. In fact, most of my old companions are as dead as rocks.” Ignis ran her tongue over her dry lips. “Let’s not linger on that. You said we, who are you with? Family?”

“No. I’m with my boyfriend and girlfriend,” Azula said. She took another step. At the rate they were going, Azula estimated it’d take an hour to reach her house.

“I was part of a harem once.” Ignis looked at the floor. “A piece of advice: never be the longest lived in a harem. Watching them all die… it changes everything. Things you used to love become sources of sadness. Once you're alone, everything turns grey.”

“I… I’m sorry to hear that.” Azula had never given it much thought before. Remus was a human, and so was she. But Iris was an elf; she would outlive them by over a century. I wonder if she ever worries about that. Azula couldn’t imagine what it would be like to find love, knowing that the best-case scenario was living half your life after they’ve died of old age.

“I’ve made you sad. Mea culpa.” Ignis started walking a little more quickly.

“Don’t blame yourself.” Azula took a steadying breath. “This stuff is important to think about.”

“Thinking about the future is a waste of time. Take it from me.” Ignis grinned, her eyes almost disappearing in her wrinkles. “I’ve spent over 400 years trying to predict the future, and never once been right when it really mattered.”

Azula stopped. “Four hundred years.”

“That’s right. Did my youthful good looks confuse you, dear?” She pulled on her wrinkled face, her skin seeming to lift right off of her face.

“I thought… that’s so old.”

“I’m blessed, or cursed depending on your point of view.” Ignis kept walking, never breaking stride. “But it’s nearly over.”

“How can you be so sure? You said you can’t predict the future, right?” Azula wasn’t sure why she felt the need to question this. Ignis hardly seemed bothered by her impending death.

“Because I want it to be. When I was young, the prospect of immortality was enthralling. There was so much I wanted to do, I couldn’t imagine ever finishing. But I did… then I lived another 100 years. At this point, all I want is peace.”

“I can understand wanting to see your loved ones again.”

“See them again?” Ignis clicked her tongue. “No, I don’t think I will.”

“What?”

“The goddesses have no love for me.”

“Forgiveness cannot be granted without contrition. But if you do the right thing, the goddesses will always have mercy,” Azula said, remembering what she had learnt in temple school.

“Perhaps, but I will not forgive them.”


Chapter 13: The Pickpocket

“This makes no sense,” Iris said. She and Remus had returned to the inn, sitting in a secluded corner of the main hall with a pair of drinks. Fortunately, they had prepaid for the room, so they weren’t in danger of being homeless again anytime soon. The room came with regular meals too. “Why would Lampri steal from us? He works for Lady Violeta, surely he makes enough money.”

“Maybe she underpays him, so he’s seeking revenge.”

“Against us?” Iris shook her head. “No, that can’t be it. We even offered him a share of the money.” Her interactions with Lampri had only been brief, but he seemed so straightlaced, hardly the sort to pick pockets.

“It does seem odd, but I know his scent. I didn’t notice earlier because of the crowd, but it was definitely him.” Remus pulled out his pocket, as if to show her. “Everyone’s scent is unique, and my pocket smells of me, you, Azula and Lampri. He must have put his hand in there at some point.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean he stole from you?” Iris retorted weakly. She couldn’t think of any valid reason he’d have put his hand in Remus’ breast pocket.

“Scents get weaker with time. He must have done it recently.”

Iris wilted. “So, we tell Lady Violeta? I’m sure if we tell her what happened, she will investigate.”

“Okay.” Remus leaned back, sipping his water. They didn’t have any money to get anything else, but water was free for the guests.

“Hiya, sorry, I kinda eavesdropped on your conversation.” A blue-skinned woman leaned over the table, grinning brilliantly. She had strange red markings around her eyes. Her lipstick was split down the middle, half red in the same shade as the chevrons, and the other half white. Her outfit was an explosion of colour, struggling to contain her huge chest. Her black hair was tied up in a pair of space buns. Remus realised that this was done to hide her horns. She was a Manaborn, meaning she was a descendant of one of Lilith’s demons. Manaborns can have all kinds of skin colour and other demonic features, although these traits don’t always show up in direct descendants and can skip a generation. All in all, she looked insane. Her giant grin certainly didn’t change that impression. “Sounds to me like you’ve had your first run-in with the Thieves Guild. Congrats!”

“Thanks?” Remus said, baffled.

“What are you talking about?” Iris asked. The woman leaned forward, one leg kicking up into the air, showing off her bedazzled heels. “Who are you?”

“What? Don’t be silly. You must have heard about the Thieves Guild.” Iris nodded, remembering the inquisitors harping on about them. She noticed the mystery woman had neglected to introduce herself. “So, like, you know who’s really behind it all, don’t you?” Remus shook his head. “Come on, Muscles.” She squeezed Remus’ biceps, wiggling her eyebrows at him. “Think it through. In this town, everyone is super worried about being robbed, so they all get scared and hide their money somewhere…”

“You’re saying Lady Violeta is in charge of the Thieves Guild?” Iris shook her head. “That makes no sense. Why would she steal from herself?”

“Oh, so you're the brains and he’s the brawn.” She clapped her hands together excitedly. Grabbing a seat from the nearby table, she joined them, looking around mock stealthily. “Okay, so you know how the inquisitors have been sniffing around?” She asked in a stage whisper.

“Sure.”

“Well, get this. Everyone knows Violeta’s linked to the Thieves Guild, but she’s like, super rich and all the nobles in town are scared of her. Except for one guy.” She raised a finger, her painted lips spreading into a Cheshire grin. “Tibalt, the leader of the inquisitors. He’s all I know what you did, and she’s all: no you're wrong.” She put on different voices when saying the parts of Tibalt and Violeta. “But the queen’s super smart, so she wants this sort of thing to be looked into, but like on the down-low, right?”

“Seriously, who are you? How do you know all of this?” Iris asked. This woman was giving them a lot of information, painting quite a picture of their former employer, yet still hadn’t told them anything about herself.

“Oh. Doy. Sorry, I totally forgot to introduce myself because I’m super excited.” She bumped her forehead with her knuckles, sticking her tongue out goofily. “I’m Misty. I’m kind of a big deal around here.”

“Are you a noble?” Remus asked.

Misty burst out laughing. “No! I keep it real. I’m a big deal here, as in, everyone knows Misty.”

Iris looked at Remus, unsure what to make of their new companion. She sounded very confident, but also insane. “So, you're saying she robbed herself to hide her connection to the Thieves Guild.”

“That’s right. Ooh, maybe it’s brawn and brains.” Misty leaned against him, looking up at him flirtatiously. Remus being Remus, he didn’t react.

“But then why rob us?”

“Because she needs to maintain her street cred. Word got out that you took out a couple of Thieves Guild members and took their stuff. In the criminal world, it’s important that people know they can’t mess with you.” She pouted, looking up. “You're lucky you're so big and muscly. If you weren’t, they’d probably just hit you over the head with a crowbar or something.”

“You think they're afraid of us?” Iris asked, pleased to hear it. She liked the idea of having a reputation.

“Ha, doubt it. No, they’re probably just waiting to catch you guys alone. Right now you're in a busy inn; it’s way too public. They're thieves, remember?”

“Wait, so if one of us was alone…”

“Oh, they’d probably try to kill them. But it’s fine because you're both here.” Misty beamed at them.

Iris and Remus shared a look, the thought occurring to both of them at the same time. “Azula.”


Chapter 14: Elder Care

Azula wanted to go home. She had tried to leave several times. Unfortunately, Ignis had more problems than just heavy groceries. When Azula reached her house, she found it was in disarray. Ignis was a hoarder. Her house was filled with useless items accumulated over her long life, from newspapers that had stopped being printed before Azula was born to knickknacks and strange items Azula couldn’t even identify.

Azula offered to help tidy up a little because she was worried one of the piles of rubbish would fall on her, crushing the old lady to death. What she didn’t count on was the size of her house. Ignis explained she had brought it during a major economic downturn when houses were cheap — a hundred years ago. Since then she had steadily filled it with so much crap — or as she’d put it, valued possessions — that moving was impossible for her. She had carved a path from her bedroom to her favourite chair, and from that to the kitchen, which was relatively clean. Everywhere else was blocked by piles of rubbish poised to collapse and kill her.

Azula had started by taking the most useless and unstable-looking rubbish and dumping it in Ignis’ garden. Then she set the lot on fire — with permission. What use she thought a 97-year-old newspaper had was beyond Azula, but she actually tried to argue to save it. But in the end, she conceded and let Azula do what she wanted.

“I didn’t realise you were a mage. I hope this won’t leave my precious garden covered in ashes.” Ignis actually had a view of the sky from part of her garden, allowing her to grow some plants and have a lawn. The rest was covered with loose stones, giving it a nice, homey feel.

“I’ll dump the ashes in the bin before I go,” Azula said. Watching the blaze. “Anything else you want me to burn?”

“No, that’s plenty. I’ve lasted this long without being crushed, I’m sure I can make it until I die in my chair.” Azula grimaced at the thought. It wasn’t even a nice chair!

“Don’t go giving me pitying looks. I had as good a life as any, but all fish must eventually stop swimming.” She stretched her back, making it audibly click. “Now come inside, I’ll make you some hot cocoa to thank you.”

“That’s fine, you really don’t have to. I was happy to help.”

“I wasn’t asking.” Ignis narrowed her eyes dangerously. “Come inside.”

“Okay.” Azula followed her. What a strange woman. I wonder how much longer this is going to take. The sun was starting to set. She had wasted an entire day failing to meet Bridget, then helping an old woman tidy up. I should’ve gone with Iris and Remus. I bet they’re having fun.

“Sit on the guest chair.” Azula had discovered the second chair when she took a pile of newspapers into the garden. It was actually in better condition than Ignis’ chair, as it hadn’t been sat on in years. Azula felt a sudden wave of drowsiness. She remembered what Lampri had said and lit a small fire, burning herself to keep herself awake.

“Ignis!”

The sound of glass breaking roused her to attention. An arrow was on the floor. The window was smashed. “Get down.” Azula leapt behind the chair. Another arrow embedded itself in it. She returned fire, shooting a stream through the glass so she wouldn’t burn the house down and kill them both. “Ignis, are you okay?”

Silence. Azula poked her head out from behind the chair. Ignis stood with a shadowy figure holding a knife to her throat. “Come on out, girly, or we’ll end the old bat's life,” a voice called out from the garden.

“Go ahead. I’ve lived long enough,” Ignis spat.

“Let her go,” Azula said. She stood up, searching for the attacker. There was another shade in the garden, this one wielding a bow. Where’s the real her? She tried to scan her surroundings. There were more fakes around, but she couldn’t see the mage creating them. “She’s done nothing wrong.”

The archer shade stayed focused on her, its eyeless face giving nothing away. “Heroic. It’s cute, but cute doesn’t live long in this city.”

“What do you want?” Azula was stalling, her eyes roaming the room desperately. Come on. There has to be something useful in this pile of junk.

It was like searching for a needle in a haystack, with the added difficulty of not knowing for certain if there was anything she could actually use to help her. She saw rope, but what could she do with that? She’d have to get close to tie them up. She had the same thought when she saw a hatchet. What am I even hoping to find? Damn it, there’s got to be something I can do. I can’t let Ignis die because of me.


Chapter 15: Hostage Situation

“They’ve got Azula,” Iris said, her ears twitching. “There's at least 2 of them, and an old lady. I think she’s a hostage.”

“What do we do?” Remus wanted to burst through the door and start cracking heads, but he knew if he did that they’d kill Azula or the old lady. They’d rushed over as soon as they realised what was wrong, using Remus’ nose to track Azula — he was intimately familiar with her scent, allowing him to make a beeline towards her. Misty followed them too, for some reason.

“It’s times like this I remember what my first girlfriend used to say:” Misty grinned, sensing their anticipation. “Sometimes, it’s better to use the backdoor.”

Iris rolled her eyes. “She has a point. If we can find a way around, we’ll have better odds taking them on from both sides.”

“Hehe.” Misty clapped her hands, treating the situation like it was a play.

“You should go get the inquisitors," Remus said to Misty. Misty shook her head.

“Nuh-uh, no way I’m missing out on this. Besides, I can help. I’m super strong.” Misty flexed her muscles, which only proved how small they were.

“I don’t sense any ki coming from you.”

“Rude.” Misty pouted. “But don’t worry, I don’t use ki, I’m a tattooist. Look, don’t worry about the details. I’m super tough, trust me. This’ll be a cakewalk.”

“She got us this far.” Iris shrugged. “I’ve got a plan. Remus, first I need you to pick the lock on the front door. Then I’ll sneak in while you circle around the back.”

“Oooh, you pick locks. Maybe you're not such a boy scout after all.” Misty bit her lip. “I do like a bad boy. I’ll go with you.”

“Um…” Remus looked at Iris. She shrugged. “Okay.”

Remus made quick work of the lock. It was an old design, with only 2 tumblers. Remus was no expert, but even for him that was child's play. He pushed the door open, wincing when it let out a long creak.

“It’s fine, they didn’t hear,” Iris said, crouching as she went. “Get into position. You’ll know when it’s time to make a move.”

Remus raced away, not shifting to avoid attracting any unwanted attention. Even in his human form, he was still faster than most. The house had a small alleyway down one side, which let him leap into the garden. Misty followed behind him, climbing over the gateway inelegantly. She fell, forcing Remus to catch her.

“I knew you couldn’t wait to get your hands on me. But let’s save your other girlfriend first, big guy.” Misty held her hands together by her head. Remus rolled his eyes, settling her onto the floor.

“Let's do this.” Most people tend to think Remus couldn’t be sneaky. Being over 7 feet tall, it was a natural assumption that he always stuck out like a sore thumb. But this wasn’t entirely true. Lorcan had taught Remus key skills for hunting, including how to avoid being seen. Dropping low, Remus slinked forward, never making any more noise than he had to. The gravel made this difficult, but by controlling his footfall, he made himself no louder than a rabbit. The sun had set, so they wouldn’t be able to see out of the window, particularly because it was covered in cracks. The shade archer had moved toward the glass, Remus carefully avoided getting too close to it.

Looking in, Remus saw why Azula was having so much trouble. A thug held a knife to the old lady's throat. Azula was trying to talk them down, but based on the look on Azula’s face, she wasn’t having much luck. The room was filled with obstacles too, including huge piles of newspapers and other flammable materials. “Want me to take them out, Boss-man?” Misty asked. She at least had the sense to whisper.

Remus shook his head, putting a single finger over his lips, the universal signal for shut up. He could smell Iris; she was hidden around the corner. Azula looked at Remus, seeing that she had backup, she stopped sweating so much. What’s the plan, Iris?

The problem was that none of them had a way of getting rid of the knife. If Remus tried to charge in half-cocked, the old lady would die. The result would be the same if Azula or Iris shot off an attack he saw coming. The hostage-taker looked strange; it took Remus a moment to realise he had no face. He wasn’t wearing a mask; he was literally made of darkness. It’s a spell. Is it a disguise, or is he some sort of magic construct? Remus remembered the fight in the Undercity. One of the thieves had created shades, but there was no way of knowing for sure if this was a shade or not.

The hostage taker burst into flames, white fire enveloping it entirely. “Azula, what the hell?” Remus rushed in. He didn’t make it far before he was tackled by another shadowy figure. “Get off me.” He punched it, his hand passing through its chest. Then his hand got stuck inside it. He started struggling, then saw that the old woman had survived. Not only this, she was the one creating the fire and fighting a shadowy figure of her own. Oh, this was dumb.

Remus should have known Azula wouldn’t be so callous as to risk the old lady’s life. His relief was short-lived, as the shadow creature decked him in the face. “Don’t worry, I’m here to help!” Misty ran in, holding a giant mallet. The red marks on her face had changed, growing larger.

Where did she get that? She hefted it above her head. “Wait, no!”

She slammed it down into the shadowy creature, which faded away. She hit Remus in the stomach. Remus coughed, rolling onto his side. It hurt more than he expected. The building was on fire. Azula had let loose trying to fend off the shadowy men, and the result was chaos. Even with her improved control, trying to avoid starting a fire in a room filled with so much paper was hopeless. Iris rushed in, firing spells left and right. Each of her attacks destroyed a shade, her anti-magic making them cease to exist. “We need to take out the original,” Iris shouted, destroying 2 more shadow men.

It was easier said than done. The shades were everywhere. The real criminal could be among them, or somewhere else entirely. Was she even still there? “I got him!” Misty swung her mallet at a shade that disappeared before she made contact. “I don’t got him.”

Remus paused, using the brief respite to smell the air. All the shades had identical magical auras, but did they smell the same? Most smelt of nothing, all except for one in the garden that was trying to hide in a bush. Remus sprinted towards her on all fours. He leapt, feeling a sense of vague satisfaction when she crumpled under his weight.

This one’s real. Remus grinned, flipping her over. She went limp, her neck bent at an odd angle. Her eyes were half open; dull and unfocused. “What the…” Remus turned back. The house was still on fire, but the shadowy constructs were gone. When a mage who used constructs was knocked unconscious, their spells often disappeared. “No.” Remus stepped off of the body. “I didn’t.”

He felt flesh between his claws. He saw Caius fall, his neck pierced. The sound of him choking on his blood was so vivid. He lived. I didn’t kill anyone. I’m not a monster. He felt the change. The wolf was asserting itself, demanding control. His fingers elongated, his nails turning into thick claws. He stared at the prone body at his feet. I did this. I knew it was dangerous, but I did it anyway. I killed her.

You hurt me. He saw Caius on the floor. He had tried to kill Caius. He had survived, but that was pure luck. Remus had no way of knowing he wouldn’t die. He struck him with the intention of ending his life. The pain of the transformation was more intense than ever before. Remus howled, unable to contain the feeling. Caius’ voice sounded in his head. You are a monster.

Remus tried to cover his face. His claws dug into his skin; the pain felt right. He deserved it. He had been avoiding his punishment for too long. He deserved to suffer. “Remus, what are you doing?” Azula was in front of him. She grabbed his wrists, pulling them away from his face. “Calm down.”

“I killed him.”

“Killed who?”

“Him…” Remus looked past Azula to where the corpse had been. It wasn’t there anymore. “I… I don’t understand. Caius was there.”

“Caius?” Azula’s face scrunched up in concern. “Caius is in Icereach, hundreds of miles away.”

“No, I saw him… he was…” Remus closed his eyes, struggling to process what he had seen. His knees buckled. He felt tears streaming down his cheeks.

Azula pulled him into a hug, wrapping her arms around him. “Everything’s okay. No one was hurt.”

“The house, it’s on fire…”

“Ignis put out the fire,” Iris said. Remus stayed buried in Azula’s arms. “Remus, what’s wrong?” He felt Iris’ hand on his head, stroking his hair.

“He’s been hit with a curse. It’s an old curse; it makes the victim see their fears,” the old lady, Ignis, said. “It’s a disgusting spell. I didn’t think there was anyone alive who could cast it anymore.”

“It felt so real.” Remus’ voice was muffled by Azula’s shoulder. He pulled back, seeing Iris and Azula looking at him with concern. He rubbed his eyes, drying his tears.

“It’ll pass,” Ignis said, her arms crossed. Her expression was cold, but not without sympathy. “Focus on the present. Remember that what you saw was just an illusion.”

Just an illusion. Remus remembered the voice of Caius. The spell may have been an illusion, but it had been based on the truth. He had stabbed Caius in the throat. He had no idea that he could heal when he did it. If he hadn’t had the Sponge Stygian, he would have died. I tried to kill someone. I’ve not changed at all.


Chapter 16: Moving On

“Well, that was fucking useless,” Iris spat. They walked out of the high tower having once again reported a crime involving the Thieves Guild. This time the inquisitor had been completely useless; all he said was that he’d look into it. When Misty tried to explain the Thieves Guild connection, he told them to leave.

“At least no one was hurt,” Azula said. Ignis had stayed behind, wanting to do inventory on her house, which was surprisingly undamaged. Azula didn’t know how she did it, but she had managed to put out the fire before it got out of hand.

“I told you so,” Misty sang. “Tibalt is a good guy, but Violeta controls everything. That inquisitor back there probably owes her money, so he ignores anything related to the Thieves Guild.”

“If the inquisitors can’t do anything, then what do we do?” Azula asked.

“Isn’t it obvious? We know where Violeta lives and that she’s involved. We break in, bust some heads and fix everything!” Misty threw her hands into the air. “We’re going to be heroes.”

“Your plan is to assault a noblewoman in her own home without provocation?” Iris asked sarcastically. Misty nodded so fast her hair slapped her face. “I think we should consider a subtler approach.”

“Agreed,” Azula said. “I want revenge too; what they did was horrible, but going in spells blazing won’t help. Will it, Remus?” Remus didn’t respond. He had been distracted since the fight. Azula put a hand on his arm. “Remus?”

“Huh?”

“I was saying we shouldn’t attack until we have a real plan,” Azula said. Remus looked stricken.

“Yes. We shouldn’t attack. We need to do this the right way.” Remus rubbed his lips. “Maybe it’s better if we don’t get involved. I mean, we got robbed, but that doesn’t mean we need to beat up the thief. We could just chalk it up to bad luck and leave?”

“Let’s leave it here for the night,” Iris said. “It’s already past dinner time, and I’m famished. Let’s eat.”

“Ooh, I could go for a steak right about now,” Misty cheered. Somehow, she seemed to be under the impression that the invitation had been for her. Azula wanted to tell her to get lost, but Remus was starting to relax.

“Yeah, I’m hungry too. Let's eat.”

They ended up going back to the inn, since their meals were already paid for. Misty joined them, screaming joyfully for endless sides. The waiters were quick, soon covering the table in a sea of dishes and drinks. Everyone started eating, except Remus. He had grabbed a bowl of stew, but only stared at it. Azula had been planning to subtly ask Remus more about what happened. Misty had a different idea.

“So, what made you brick your pants, big guy? Is this Caius guy super scary? Did he bully you?”

“Misty, shut up,” Iris said.

“No, it’s a fair question,” Remus said. “Caius is an old enemy of ours. We fought him a couple times, and yeah, he sort of bullied me. I mean, he did stab me… a few times, and I nearly died once.” Azula put her hand on Remus’ leg. At the time, Remus had seemed so calm about his near-death experience; she thought it didn’t bother him. Looking back, that was a stupid thing to think.

“Sounds like a meanie. I get why you're scared of the guy. I had a bully like that once, but then I broke his nose and he started crying… although he never tried to kill me.” Misty slurped her noodles, spraying them with soup.

“Oh, that. That didn’t really bother me.” Remus looked up contemplatively. “Maybe it should have, but I healed, so it was fine. I’m over it.”

“Then what’s got your panties in a bunch?”

“Seriously, what’s wrong with you?” Azula asked, glaring at Misty. Iris joined her, but their glares had no effect on the colourful wench.

“Ugh, you guys are so dramatic. Just answer the question!”

“I thought I’d killed him. Back when I fought Caius, I tried to kill him. I nearly did. It’s...” Remus said. Remus’ fear wasn’t losing a fight; it was killing an enemy. Azula wanted to reassure him that wouldn’t happen, but the truth was she couldn’t promise that. During a fight, people died. Sometimes you mean to kill them, other times it’s bad luck. A punch to the face can kill a man. So could a fall, or dozens of other things that happen during a fight. And Remus was much stronger than any normal man; if he hit someone, there was always a real chance they wouldn’t get back up. Azula looked at Iris, feeling helpless. Iris looked back, just as uncertain as she was.

“So?” Misty asked, she chugged a drink. “Why are you feeling bad about something that didn’t happen?” Azula was too stunned to speak. She had never met someone as emotionally inept as Misty before. “Don’t look at me like that, Red, it’s a valid question. Like you said: this guy’s a bast-a dickhead, right? But I get it; killing him would be wrong. But you didn’t kill him. So, it’s fine!” Misty spread her hands out, grinning widely. “Relax, dude. You're totally in the clear.”

Azula’s first instinct was to shout at her some more, but she had a point. Remus had done nothing wrong. “Intentions matter. If I was willing to kill once, then I’ll be willing to kill again.”

“Then don’t be willing to kill again. Duh. Seriously, there’s so many things in life to feel guilty about. I’ve done so much bad stuff.” Misty frowned exaggeratedly. “But that’s why you’ve got to focus on the bad you’ve actually done, otherwise you’ll never get anything done because you’ll always be too busy moping about!”

“That’s…” Remus huffed. “Maybe you have a point. You're pretty smart.”

“I know, I’m totally a genius!”


Chapter 17: The High Tower

Every day, Justine reported to Tibalt. Many people called him a taskmaster, and they were right. He expected his subordinates to work hard and to get results. If they failed to meet his expectations, they’d be demoted or even fired. It was a harsh system, but it was fair. Those who performed well were rewarded for their efforts with promotions and other boons, regardless of rank or social status.

When Tibalt became Arch Inquisitor, he hadn’t just promoted Justine. He cleaned house, firing all the old guard, claiming they were corrupt, negligent, incompetent, or some combination of the 3. This was generally regarded as a good decision. The inquisitors had been one of the least respected organisations in the entire country, allowing crime to flourish at an unprecedented scale. His replacements had been mostly chosen from those lower in the ranks.

Justine knew he had a bit of a chip on his shoulder. He tried to hide it, but it was brazenly obvious that he felt inferior to the nobles and resented them for it. But ultimately, it didn’t affect her much. He was the best Arch Inquisitor she had ever served. He promoted her, granting her the rank of Aid to the Arch Inquisitor, the second highest rank in the entire organisation.

Justine agreed with most of the other appointments, but everyone makes mistakes. Irene was Tibalt’s mistake. She came from the same orphanage as he did, although he was decades her senior, so they had not been there at the same time. For whatever reason, she caught his eye. Perhaps he had been trying to emulate the rather famous story of how he caught the queen's eye, after which his career really took off. Perhaps not. Either way, he immediately gave Irene the same rank as Justine, passing over hundreds of smarter, stronger, and nobler candidates.

Naturally, people were not happy. It was this decision that first brought him into opposition with the nobility of the city, spearheaded by Lady Violeta. Tibalt had brushed them all off, saying their protests were merely a dislike for those of low birth. This had not ingratiated him to the nobles, nor had Irene’s behaviour. She had gone on a warpath, determined to snuff out the Thieves Guild, despite no evidence they existed.

Her aspirations were only escalating. “I believe I have conclusive evidence that Lady Violeta is hosting a branch of the Thieves Guild,” Irene said. Justine was shocked to hear such a ridiculous claim. She’d heard rumours before, who hadn’t, but for Irene to actually come out and say it. Madness!

Tibalt managed to remain stoic despite her claim. “And what makes you believe this?”

“Remus was robbed, and then his teammate was attacked. He attested that Lady Violeta was involved.”

“Remus, the Black Knight?”

“Yes. He is a werewolf, so he has the ability to track people by their scents. He claims that proves Lady Violeta’s involvement.”

“Most interesting.” Tibalt leaned back in his seat, steepling his fingers. “But that’s hardly sufficient evidence.”

“We should raid her house so that we can find more evidence.”

“Surely you jest,” Justine said, unwilling to stay passive any longer. “Tibalt, if we raid a noble's house without cause it’ll be a disaster.”

Lady Violeta was already gunning for Tibalt, and by extension the inquisitors, the last thing they needed to do was give her more stones to sling. “And what would you suggest I do, Justine?” Tibalt asked.

Justine bowed. She knew Tibalt liked it when she treated him like a noble. It felt rather silly, but she needed to be sure he did not make the wrong decision. “We should reach out to Sir Remus and see if he has any actual evidence to back up these claims. If he does, then we can consider a proper investigation.”

“That’s so boring,” Irene said.

Tibalt glared at her. “Decorum, Irene.” He rubbed his chin. “I’m inclined to agree with Justine. As Arch Inquisitor, I act in the queen's name. I cannot afford to be viewed as being unjust in my rulings.”

You don’t make rulings, Justine thought. At least he’s not doing anything foolish. Justine’s fate was tied to that of the inquisitors. As the 4th child, she had no chance of inheriting anything. She didn’t even get a courtesy title. Normally, she would have been sent to work as a priestess in one of the goddesses' temples, but Justine was never pious. She respected the goddesses and what they did, but she could not imagine a life with so little adventure.

“Justine, I want you to approach this Remus character. You will verify his story, and attempt to aid him in the capture of his attacker.”

Why are you doing this to me? Such a task was as close to impossible as they came. The inquisitors were a policing force, but they had few skilled trackers. With her contacts, Justine was able to secure a fine position in the inquisitors right from the start, and avoid getting given any impossible tasks - a common way to remove those who were not in favour. If they failed at the task, it was the perfect excuse to fire them. Justine knew Tibalt had already used this tactic when he was first promoted; she had thought he wouldn’t use it against her. It seemed that, for whatever reason, she had angered Tibalt. But she wouldn’t lie down and accept her defeat. If he gave her an impossible task, she would have to find a way to succeed. “As you will it, it shall be.”


Chapter 18: Misty

Misty was a strange woman. She had helped them a lot. If it wasn’t for her, there’s a real chance Azula would have been seriously hurt, or worse. But Iris knew she was hiding something. It was the way she had appeared in their life so suddenly, walking up to them and then clinging to Remus like a limpet.

Iris waited for Misty to leave, ensuring she was out of earshot before expressing her concerns. “I think Misty is up to something.”

“What makes you say that?” Azula asked. “She saved me. Surely we can trust her.”

“Yes, but the way she saved you was suspect.” Remus looked at her oddly. “Think about it. She says Azula’s going to get attacked, then as soon as we go to check on her, she’s getting attacked. Doesn’t that seem weird to you?”

“I guess.” Remus scratched his cheek. Iris could tell this was the first time this had occurred to him. “But she said it’s their pattern. They attack anyone who opposes them as soon as they’re alone.”

“Then why’d they wait until she was with Ignis?”

“Well, maybe they took time to find me. Or were nervous because I was near inquisitors earlier,” Azula said. “Ignis doesn’t seem very threatening, so they may have thought it was the best chance they were going to get.”

Iris huffed, crossing her arms. “Still, we should find out why she’s helping us.”

“Fine. But be nice. She’s on our side,” Remus said. Iris reluctantly nodded her head.

“I’m always nice.”

Misty was coming back already, so Iris didn’t want to say anything more. This needed a gentle touch, otherwise she’d know they were on to her. Remus spoke before she could think of what to say. “Hey, Misty, Iris wants to know why you're helping us.”

Iris’ jaw dropped. She should have known better than to expect Remus to be subtle. “Do you need a reason to help someone?” Misty asked, winking playfully. Remus smiled; everyone loves a heroine.

“It’s more about how you know all of this,” Iris said, trying to smooth things over. “Everything went exactly the way you predicted.”

“That’s because I’m totally a genius.” Misty puffed out her chest. “Nah, just kidding. I know because it’s happened before, like a lot. To me specifically, too.”

Remus’ expression turned serious. “What happened?”

“I don’t really like to talk about it.” Misty’s expression fell.

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Remus said. Iris appreciated the sentiment. She would remain suspicious until she did, however.

“No, it's fine. It’s fine. I get that you guys have questions, and if you're going to trust me, you need to know I’m legit.” She grinned widely, but this time it looked oddly strained. “My mum was a member of the Thieves Guild… she was actually a pretty big deal. Not the head honcho, but she had street cred.” Misty paused, fiddling with a coin. “The thing about the Thieves Guild is it’s run by orcs, mostly. Since we’re next to Twilsis, we get a bunch over here and not all of them are goodies. Some are baddies who like to use muscle to get what they want. See, my mum wanted out; she met my dad and wanted to stop doing crime… but they didn’t want her to leave.”

Misty stopped speaking. The rest of the story was obvious. The Thieves Guild killed her mother the way they had tried to kill Iris, and then she was raised by her father alone. Remus was holding Misty’s hand supportively, while Azula looked like she was going to cry. Both of them had been taken in by Misty’s show of vulnerability. Only Iris had more questions.

“How did your father get them to stop?”

“Iris,” Remus scolded.

“No, it’s okay. It makes sense that you’d wanna know.” Misty blinked rapidly, her expression relaxing. “It wasn’t easy. The Thieves Guild won’t back down if you show weakness. Some people have tried to pay them off, or ignore them, hoping they’d go away. I can show you their graves if you like?” Iris swallowed, her stomach dropping. “Daddy fought. Hard. He was super tough when he was young, and he had friends, so he killed their guys until they gave up. He was worried they’d come after me when I was older; that’s why he helped me get so strong.”

“He killed them?” Azula asked. Remus grimaced. For him, killing was not an option.

“It’s the only way to deal with that sort,” Misty said, shrugging. “It’s kill or be killed. If they don’t think you can defend yourself, they’ll never stop coming.”

“Could we just… beat them up?” Remus asked.

“What would that accomplish? They’ll just go to a healer and then come back once they’re all better.” Misty had a point. An organisation that large could certainly afford to pay for healing, and they only had to win once.

“What about the inquisitors?” Iris asked. “Surely they can help.”

So far, Iris had been deeply unimpressed by the inquisitors. They seemed to be nothing but lazy pencil-pushers. But considering their options, Iris really couldn’t see any other solution.

“The problem with that plan is evidence. You saw how that meeting went, they laughed us out of the room,” Misty said. It was an exaggeration, but they certainly weren’t helpful. “If you want them to do something, then you need hard evidence.”

“How’d we get that?” Azula asked. Misty leaned forward conspiratorially once more.

“Tell me this: who do you know that’s involved with the Thieves Guild? Who’s rich and has a house overflowing with stolen loot, any piece of which could get her sent down for a long time?” Iris had a bad feeling about this.

“Lady Violeta,” Remus said. “So we get her arrested, and they’ll leave us alone?”

“Probably. If she goes down, she’ll take all her cronies with her. When that happens, whoever's left will be way too busy trying to hide to even think about coming after you.”


Chapter 19: Bridget

Azula wanted to see Ignis again. The old woman had been attacked and held hostage because of Azula. The least she could do was see how she was. They agreed that no one would risk being alone, so Iris went with her. Iris noticed that Azula seemed excited. What’s so special about some old lady? Maybe she has something interesting in her house?

Ignis was blatantly a hoarder. The fire had destroyed a lot of her stuff before she put it out, but even so she still had piles of rubbish. Perhaps there were a few gems hidden away in all the junk. Ignis took them to her living room, which even after the fire only had room for 2 people to sit. Iris decided to stand, letting Azula take the seat.

“My, 2 visitors today and 5 yesterday. I sure have been popular lately.” Ignis returned with a tray filled with cups of steaming coffee and cookies. “They’re macadamia nut and dark chocolate. I hope you're not allergic.”

Iris took the offered cookie. “They look great.”

Azula turned hers down. “Just the coffee for me.”

Ignis smiled, placing the tray on a pile of burnt newspapers that seemed unstable. “So, what brings you 2 young ladies here?” Ignis sipped her coffee, looking like the textbook example of a harmless old lady.

“Well, first of all, we want to apologise,” Azula said. She placed her coffee on the table, lowering her head. Iris copied Azula. “We caused you a lot of trouble yesterday. I can assure you that I never would have come here if I knew what would happen.”

“Oh, think nothing of it.” Ignis waved them away with a smile. “A little danger makes life more exciting. It’s not like I’m afraid of dying.”

“Regardless, we still caused you trouble.” Azula raised her head. “If there’s anything we can do to make it up to you, just say the word.”

“I’m sure I’ll think of something.” Iris frowned. Seeing the state of Ignis’ house, Iris knew there was a lot she could ask for. “For now, relax. Have a cookie. Please. I so rarely get to share my baking.”

Azula took one, biting into it. “It’s very nice.”

“You said first of all, so what’s the other reason you're here?” Ignis asked. She was more perceptive than she looked.

Azula swallowed. “I want to be your student, Bridget.”

Iris blinked, taken aback. What on Gaia?

“So you figured it out?” Ignis, no Bridget, smiled mysteriously.

“You gave yourself away when you put out the house fire. No ordinary fire mage could do something like that so casually.” Bridget nodded, closing her eyes.

“I’ve always been too protective of my possessions for my own good.” She sipped her coffee. Iris noticed that it was still steaming hot, yet she was unbothered. “If you know I’m Bridget, can you tell me why I didn’t reveal myself to you sooner?”

“I was hoping it was a test. You wanted to see if I’d help an old lady, expecting nothing in return.” Bridget shook her head, grinning to herself.

“No.”

“Then it’s because you want to be left alone.”

“That’s right.” Bridget drank the rest of her coffee, placing the empty cup on the table. “Don’t take that the wrong way. I’ve so enjoyed our time together, but I am not looking to take on any pupils at this time.”

“Is there nothing I can say that would convince you?”

Iris wanted to be taught by her too. She stayed quiet; she didn’t want to make things harder for Azula. She would definitely get more out of the training, as they were both fire mages. “When I first came here, it was to get away from my fame.” Bridget smiled wanly. “Yes, I appreciate that my dream was doomed from the start. Nobles were banging down my door from the first day, demanding I teach their brats. So, I came up with another idea. They send their brats to my official residence while I live down here in peace.”

“And that really works?” Iris asked.

“Better than you’d think. Every now and again, I invite one of the brats to my place to help me with some chores…” She gave Azula a pointed look. “But I don’t take pupils. I’m sorry, but I’m too old to be involved in politics any more.”

“Politics?”

“Whoever I teach, it’s a political decision because whoever I teach will become extraordinary.” She smiled proudly. “I will be granting them power that few others in the world will be able to attain. That will naturally make ripples. An out of favour noble could use what I teach them to gather support, and an already powerful noble could use it to ensure their rivals cannot move against them.”

“But I’m not a noble. I mean, technically Remus is, but not really,” Azula said. “He’s a black knight.”

“I know who he is.” It seemed Bridget was less of a hermit than Iris initially thought. “He’s a good man. If I were 10 years younger, I would make a move on him.”

“Azula said you were 400.”

“Perhaps you're right. 400 isn’t too old to get the old wings flapping,” Bridget said, pumping her eyebrows. Iris laughed. Remus was wise to stay away. “Carpe diem.”

“Your confidence is fantastic,” Iris praised earnestly. She hoped she was as insane as this woman someday.

“It all comes back to confidence in the end. I’ll give you that lesson for free. I get the feeling it’ll help steer both of your ships.”

“I already know that. The problem is, I keep hurting myself with my fire,” Azula said, frustration slipping into her voice. “I need to learn to control fire like you do.”

“Everything is flammable, and everything is inflammable, but also everything is non-flammable.” Bridget nodded as if she had said some great wisdom, rather than pure nonsense.

“What?” Azula asked.

“Think about it.” Bridget gestured to the coffees on the table. Iris had forgotten all about hers, letting it get cold. Bridget pointed a finger at it, fire dancing around the mug. It stopped as soon as it started, the cup untouched, yet the liquid once again steaming. “That’s all I’m giving you. Now, drink. Let’s chat about more pleasant matters.”


Chapter 20: Lady Violeta’s Manor

The plan was to break into Violeta’s house, find evidence of her links to the Thieves Guild  — either stolen goods or a paper trail — and then show it to the inquisitors. Once they did that, they’d finally be able to move against her. Iris didn’t like it, but it was the best of a bad set of options. There was only one problem.

“It’s impossible,” Iris said. After her meeting with Bridget, Iris had gone with Remus and Misty to investigate Lady Violeta’s house. Azula was poorly suited to the mission, and would be safe in the inn as the Thieves Guild wouldn’t attack someone in such a busy place. Remus felt bad about leaving her behind, but she agreed with the logic.

They were in the Knights District. The Knights Order had once been incredibly powerful, having a tower near the noble district. But when the knights fell out of favour, it was abandoned. Its new residents were mostly vagrants looking for a place to squat. Misty chose it because it was unguarded, even the top block, allowing them to see Violeta’s manor from below.

Lady Violeta’s manor was practically a fortress. She owned the entirety of the top 2 blocks of the northern nobles’ tower, which meant she was able to control all 4 passageways in and out with housecarls stationed at the gates to prevent intruders.

That left only one option: coming in from below. Unfortunately, she had planned ahead for this as well. The entire block was surrounded by a wall with an alarm enchantment. If anything larger than a bird entered, then housecarls would come to investigate.

“She’s the head honcho of the Thieves Guild. She knows security,” Misty said. They were sitting on the outer wall, their legs hanging over the edge. Looking down, Remus felt nothing. He was so high that the idea of falling felt conceptually ridiculous. He wondered how long it’d take him to hit the ground if he jumped.

“So… we give up?” Remus asked.

Misty giggled. “Don’t be silly. I’ve got an awesome plan that’ll let us get past all those walls. Can you guess what it is?”

“No.”

“You didn’t even try.” Misty pouted. “Oh well. Alright, I’ll show you.” Misty wrapped an arm around his and Iris’ necks.

She leapt over the edge, bringing them with her.

Remus reached for the wall, but they were already too far away. The wind whistled in his ear. Remus knew he wouldn’t heal from this. He was so high he’d splat like an egg. He grabbed Iris, holding her tight.

Misty’s arm extended, stretching across the gap and grabbing a ledge. They arced through the air, slamming bodily into the wall. Remus absorbed the blow to protect Iris. “Oh. So that’s your plan.”

Misty glared at him. “Oh. I throw you off a building, and that’s all I get?” Remus shrugged. “You could’ve died.”

“Damn right we could’ve died,” Iris shouted. She was clinging to Remus with all her might. “What’s wrong with you?”

“See, that’s how a normal person reacts to being pulled off of a building, Remus,” Misty scolded, clicking her tongue.

“I guess. I didn’t really think about it.” Misty’s arm started shrinking, reeling them up the side of the building.

“You're both insane,” Iris grunted. Remus held her close, but she still didn’t loosen her grip. She looked down, then yelped. “Um, someone say something. I need to be distracted.”

“Like what?” Remus asked.

“Um… It’s cool you're so stretchy. Why did you jump though?” Iris asked.

“There’s a limit. I needed to get some distance or I wouldn’t be able to reach the other side.” Misty hefted him onto the ledge. It was big enough for Remus to stand, but if he took even a single step forward, he’d fall to his death. Iris was next to him, pressing herself against the wall, looking more tense than Remus had ever seen her. Misty pulled herself up next to him. “This area’s her basement. Security here sucks. No guards, so we just need to turn off the alarm and we’re in.” She stretched her leg around him, putting her crotch oddly close to his thigh.

“Wouldn’t it be better to do this at night?”

“That’s what she’ll expect. No one thinks a robbery would happen in broad daylight when anyone could see you, so it’s the best time. Besides, she’ll be home at night. Now, we only have to deal with her many, many servants and housecarls.”

“Is that all?” Remus asked sarcastically.

“Yep!” Misty finished climbing over him, leaning against the pane of glass. So high up, the wind was strong. It constantly felt like Remus would be blown away despite weighing so much. Oddly, Misty seemed unbothered by this. She hovered her splayed hand over the window, and a series of pink runes appeared. “Ha, this is so lame. I can’t believe she’d use the basic alarm set. What is she, a merchant?”

“Um… what?”

“Don’t worry, big guy. The point is, Misty’s got this.” Misty started moving her hand about, stretching it to be in multiple places at once. “Okay, Iris, cast your spell here.” Misty stuck her tongue out, extending it so it pointed at a specific point where the pink line was broken. Iris didn’t move. “Is something wrong?”

“Is something wrong? We’re standing on a ledge with nothing underneath us! I can’t… I -” Iris looked down, then threw her head back with a shriek. “This is too much.”

“So cast your spell and you can go in,” Misty said. Iris glared at her, but did as she asked. “Great. The alarm is disabled for 10 minutes.”

“That’s not long.”

“Relax. It only triggers when someone goes through it. I can just turn it off again when we leave.” Misty pulled the window open, helping Iris step inside. Remus followed her. They were in a wine cellar; a large magic crystal powered a cooling device that covered the ground with a light mist. It was so cold Remus could see his breath. “Are you having fun doing your first robbery?”

“It’s… not my first,” Remus said awkwardly.

“Ooh, there’s a story there. I can tell because you went all frowny!” Misty licked her lips. “I like broody men. When people act endlessly peppy and happy, it’s so annoying.” Remus looked at her blankly. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Misty narrowed her eyes, stepping into his personal space. Then she stepped forward again, so her chest was pressed against his own, and she was staring straight up at him. “Okay!” She smiled, hopping back and spinning happily. “Now, let’s rob an evil noble!”


Chapter 21: Thieves

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Remus asked. They were skulking about Violeta’s place. His sense of smell, combined with Iris’ magic senses, confirmed that they were largely alone. All of the servants were upstairs, so they had their run of the basement. Iris had calmed down significantly once the threat of falling to her death passed, but she was still angry.

“She’s not going to keep her stolen swag in her ballroom, now is she?” They were going down a hallway. The “basement” was insanely huge, having several rooms inside it that were bigger than most people's homes. So far they’d searched a wine cellar, a disused bedroom that was presumably once used by servants, and a sex dungeon. Misty had wanted to investigate the dungeon more, but Remus refused. She obviously wasn’t hiding anything in there, and he did not wish to invade her privacy. Misty opened another door. “Huh, a second sex dungeon. Why do you think she needs 2 sex dungeons? Do you think one’s a decoy to hide her stolen goods?” Misty laughed far too loudly, so Iris covered her mouth with her hands. When she removed them, she grinned. “It’s okay, you're not the first woman to try to gag me and you won’t be the last.”

“We need to be quiet,” Iris hissed.

“Not really. There’s no one nearby. See!” Misty’s sudden yell made Remus jump out of his skin. “Relax, big guy. No one’s going to hear us. This is a noble’s house. That means thick walls, perfect for keeping heat in and sounds out, whilst also making it oh so easy to rob.”

Remus waited, ears pricked, expecting someone to come around the corner and yell at them. But nothing happened. “Let’s whisper.”

“Wuss.” Misty rolled her eyes. “Whatever,” she whispered. “So, are we checking this dungeon out or what?”

“No. Stay focused,” Iris scolded.

“You're no fun.” Misty closed the door. “Ugh, this is going to take forever.”

Remus opened the next door and immediately recognised the scent. It smelt like his pocket. “We’re here.”

It was a storage room filled with barrels and chests. Remus was about to walk in, but Misty stopped him. “If there’s any room you booby trap, it’s the room filled with stolen loot.” She dropped to the ground, looking around the doorway carefully. Remus watched, expecting more runes. But none appeared. “Crap.”

“What?”

“I didn’t find any runes.”

“Okay,” Remus drawled. “Why is that a bad thing?”

“There’s 2 possibilities. The first is that there are no runes,” Misty said, smiling exaggeratedly. “The second is that the runes are hidden too well for me to find and manipulate them.”

“There must be something we can do about it,” Iris said. Misty rubbed her chin. Remus wanted to help, but he had no idea how magical defences like this worked. Lorcan had shown him the basics of an alarm circuit once, but he had never had to disarm one. “An alarm has to have an input method, otherwise it’d be impossible to enter the room without setting it off. So, if there’s not one here, we should search around the room for another way in.”

“Oooh, you really are the brains.” Misty gently pushed Iris.

“Yes, well…”

“Okay, I know what to do. We split up then check the rooms around this one. Don’t try to get in, just look for anything that looks magical or whatever.”

They had been in Violeta’s house for a really long time. The longer they stayed, the greater the risk that someone would discover them. So they got to work without complaint.

Remus wished he had paid more attention during Lorcan’s magic lessons. Once he figured out that he couldn’t manifest, he lost interest. Now he was trying to find a subtle piece of magic, working off vague memories from years ago and the brief rundown Misty gave them. It didn’t help that Violeta had dozens of magical trinkets, from clocks powered by magic crystals to magic lights.

Finally, he found something he did recognise. Crystallised mana. Multiple boxes filled with the stuff. Remus picked a piece up, holding it up to the light. It was perfectly clear, not a single imperfection. He checked another piece, and the result was the same. The contents of this box must be worth a fortune.

The monetary value was only the beginning. Crystallised mana can be used to empower mages, among other more mundane functions. Considering the size of the stockpile, it seemed a safe bet that Violeta was planning something big. Remus pocketed the crystal, heading out to find the others. “Remus, there you are.” Misty bounced over to him. “I found what we’re looking for. The security was tricky, but I’m 90% sure I didn’t set off a silent alarm.”

“I found something. We need to find Iris and leave now. We’re in danger.”


Chapter 22: Evidence

“I can’t believe it. We found evidence of an honest to Mene conspiracy,” Iris raved. Leaving Violeta’s had been easier than getting in. Misty was able to lower them to a nearby bridge when the coast was clear.

“Are you sure it’ll be enough? There’s lots of reasons someone might be gathering crystallised mana,” Azula said. They were back at the inn and had filled Azula in on the events of the mission. She was very glad she didn’t join them. Misty sounded beyond erratic.

“We’ll meet with the inquisitors soon and find out,” Misty said. “I’ve already arranged for a team to meet us here.”

Azula nodded absentmindedly. Ultimately, taking down the Thieves Guild wasn’t their responsibility. The doors opened, and in walked Irene, along with several heavily armoured inquisitors. Why are they wearing armour? Azula thought. Inquisitors usually only wore their leather catsuits, designed more for style than protection. “Something’s wrong.”

Irene approached them, one hand on her sword. “Sir Remus of the Black Knights, you and your companions are under arrest.”

“There must be some misunderstanding. We’re meeting to provide evidence against Lady Violeta,” Iris said, rising from her seat. Irene narrowed her eyes.

“Come with us peacefully, or we’ll have no choice but to use deadly force.” Azula stood as well. Irene was intentionally yelling so that the whole inn would hear her.

This whole thing is a show.

“Fine. We'll come in.” Remus got up as well. Irene smirked. A shadowy figure appeared behind one of the inquisitors. It twisted his neck, killing him.

“They’re resisting arrest. Inquisitors are authorised to use deadly force.”

“We didn’t do anything.” Remus deflected a blow from her sword, pushing her back. She fell with an exaggerated scream.

“Neutralise the threat!”

Chaos took hold. More shadows appeared, attacking random civilians. The inquisitors ignored the pleas for help, surrounding the team. Misty was still sitting, looking stunned. Azula created a wall of fire, hoping the etherstone would prove non-flammable. The guards cried out, falling back. “You weren’t supposed to hurt them,” Misty shouted.

“She’s with them,” Azula shouted.

“I…” Misty drifted off weakly.

“Let’s get out of here.” Remus shifted; fur covered his body and his fingers elongated into claws. One inquisitor had the gall to try to stab Remus. Remus grabbed the sword, snapping it. The wounds on his palms healed almost instantly. “Back off.”

They got out of his way. “Don’t let them get away, you cretins.” Irene leapt to her feet, drawing her sword. Remus parried it, but this left him open to a palm strike to the chest.

“The thief from before,” Remus grunted, his eyes wide with terror. It was the same mage who had attacked them at Bridget’s. When she touched Remus, she forced him to see terrifying hallucinations. Last time, this had taken Remus out of the fight. But they knew what was happening this time.

Iris reacted immediately, pushing a darkness orb into Remus back. The spell was cancelled. Remus delivered a hard punch to the gut, knocking Irene down. “Let’s go.” Azula forced them back with more fire. None of the inquisitors had the will to stop them, letting them escape.

“Where do we go now?” Remus asked. They were running away from the inn, but they weren’t going towards anything. They were in a hostile city, full of potential enemies: both the Thieves Guild and the inquisitors. To leave, they’d have to descend multiple floors, every one of which would have guards waiting to capture or kill them.

“We need to get off this floor,” Iris said.

“How?” Azula cried.

“I can jump. If I carry you, we’ll all make it.” There was a bit of land jutting out below. It was big enough to aim for, and only 1 floor down.

“Do it,” Azula said. He picked them both up. Remus jumped. Azula screamed; she hated falling, but it only lasted a second before he touched down, the ground cracking under their combined weight. They quickly fled deeper into the block. They could already hear yelling from above. “Please tell me we don’t have to do that again.”

“Even if we find another place to land, I’m not sure it’d work,” Iris said. She had a point. Lots of the lower floors had balconies or other places that could be leapt to, but that wasn’t a guarantee. There were also areas of sheer wall, with nothing to grasp at all. Even if they did find a series of platforms down, that wouldn’t be enough. The inquisitors would communicate — they had Message Stones — so would prepare an ambush before they could leave the city.

“Over here,” Bridget shouted, standing in the doorway of a house. They were nowhere near her house, yet there she was. Azula didn’t understand it at all, but they were in no position to be picky. They ran towards their saviour.


Chapter 23: Curtain Twitchers

Remus pulled the curtains back, peeking out the window. It was morning, but the streets were still deserted. There were no children playing, no housewives going shopping, nothing. It was bizarre to see such a giant city so silent. The silence was a lie. There were inquisitors down alleyways, and hidden behind key structures, hidden just out of sight.

“If you keep staring out the window they’ll see you,” Bridget said irritably. It turned out Bridget had several houses dotted around the city. She claimed she needed them to store all of her stuff, and so that if a noble learnt her address and refused to leave her alone, she could abandon the house until they lost interest. She had decided to swap houses after the attack. It was an act of providence that led to her being in this particular house when they ran by.

“Sorry.” Remus stepped back. He awkwardly shimmied around a pile of cardboard boxes, making his way back to where Bridget had set up some seats. Fortunately, one of the things she hoarded in this room was chairs. She had dozens of them stacked from floor to ceiling. She even had some specially designed for people Remus’ size, which he never knew was a thing he needed, but once he sat in it he felt more comfortable than he ever had before.

“Thank you for hiding us,” Azula said, bowing her head. Her seat was a beanbag. Remus had no idea why she picked it. “I know you don’t like getting involved in politics, so we appreciate you making an exception for us.”

“I’m not. I’m giving you a temporary hiding place until things blow over. Once they do, I expect you to fly like an eagle out of here.”

“These sayings you use, are any of them real?” Iris asked. Remus had noticed she spoke strangely, but assumed it was a result of her long life and travels.

“Some are.” Bridget grinned toothily.

“I assure you, we have no intention of putting you in any danger,” Remus said seriously.

“What is your intention?”

“Um…I don’t know.”

“I hate indecisive men.” Bridget spat off to the side.

“Things aren’t exactly simple, you know?” Iris put her hands on her hips, jumping to Remus’ defence. “We thought we were helping the good guys, but now they’ve betrayed us. We don't know what’s going on.”

“You are right to avoid diving into a fight you don’t understand, I'll give you that much. Back in my youth, I fought all kinds of people, always thinking I was right. Sometimes I was, but even now I couldn’t tell you when.”

“What do you think we should do?” Azula asked.

“I don’t care. This isn’t my fight. I’m a neutral party. Stop trying to get me to weigh in.”

“So you judge us for not doing anything, while also doing nothing yourself. How admirable,” Iris quipped.

“Good. We understand each other."

Remus rolled his eyes. Bridget was being helpful, but she definitely wasn’t nice. She seemed to take pleasure in insulting them, and unlike when Iris teased him, he didn’t find it charming. Regardless, she raised a valid point. Remus needed to think about what they were going to do. So far, they had muddled around blindly and made everything worse. If they kept going the way they had been, they’d probably get someone killed. If we haven’t already.

“Maybe we should leave,” Iris said, the first to break the silence. “I know it’s not the brave thing to do, but we don’t have any great reason to stay. We have no allies here.”

“What about your father? Won’t they target him?” Remus asked.

“Even if they know about my father, I doubt it. The inquisitors don’t come after the families of criminals, and no one wants to make an enemy of the Order. And that’s assuming they can extend their reach that far beyond the city; they’re mostly a local organisation.”

“Still, it could cause issues down the line,” Azula said. “If we run away, we’ll be looking over our shoulders for the rest of our lives.”

“Maybe we could try to contact Lady Darkclaw, she may be willing to help us,” Iris said. “You are her knight, after all.”

“Do you really think she would stick her neck out for us?” Icereach had a lot of issues she was still dealing with. Orin had only spoken about it in passing in his letters, but it sounded like she was incredibly busy. She even had to turn down her invitation to Queen Vael’s birthday.

“Considering our options, I fear she is our best chance.”

“If you think I’m going to let you stay here while you beg a noble to ride over from the other side of the country, you're wrong,” Bridget said, standing up with a huff. “Stay there.”

“Does anyone else feel like she’s giving us mixed signals?” Iris joked. Bridget went over to a pile of charts and maps, flicking through them purposefully. When she found what she was looking for, she pulled it out carefully so the others wouldn’t fall.

She held the sheet in her hands, appearing indecisive. “Tell me, how do you want this to end?”

“What do you mean?” Remus asked.

“It’s a simple question. What do you seek to achieve? Do you want revenge? To destroy the inquisitors?”

Remus didn’t have an answer. He himself wasn’t sure. Before he fought with Caius, he had hoped to end the fight without anyone getting hurt. But when they were exchanging blows, he switched to wanting to kill his enemy, his werewolf instincts dominating his mind. He also knew that Lady Darkclaw and the Dark Knights had killed dozens of mercenaries, and Coldheart had been killed. All of that had happened, in part, because of him. It hadn’t been his intention, but he still contributed to the result.

Would things go differently this time? The situation had a lot of similarities. Once again, he was fighting not just a man, but an organisation. Once again, there was a political mess that he did not fully understand. Could he really be sure he was doing the right thing? “I don’t know.”

Bridget lifted her eyebrows. “You don’t know? You must have some goal in mind.”

“I know it’s not a good answer. But… I don’t want to rush into anything. In the past, I’ve been reckless, and people have been hurt. I know I don’t want that to happen again.”

“So that’s your dream, is it? For everyone to just get along? How childish.” Bridget spat on the floor. “People get hurt. If your only goal is to never hurt anyone, you're better off running away.”

“No.” Remus scratched the back of his head; this conversation was far too complicated for his liking. “If I run away, that won’t make things okay because I’ll know there are people I could have helped that I didn’t. If people die while I’m hiding, that’ll… Well, maybe it wouldn’t be my fault. But like… it won’t not be my fault.”

Bridget rolled her eyes, turning to Azula. Remus felt like they were having a silent conversation about something, but as usual he had no idea what. “Quite the orator, isn’t he?” Azula smiled supportively at Remus, while Iris looked ready to snap at Bridget again. “Here.” She spread the paper over the low coffee table. It was a 3d map of the city. “We’re here; the nearest entrance to the Thieves Guild is here. The password is banana hammock factory.”

“Why would we want to go to the Thieves Guild?” Remus asked.

“That thing on top of your neck is just a hat rack, isn’t it?” Bridget clicked her tongue, shaking her head. “The girl who hoodwinked you, she was a thief, wasn’t she? Chances are she’s a member of the Thieves Guild. Go there, find her, and force her to tell you what's going on. If you're going to come up with a plan, you need to have more information.”

“I thought you said you weren’t going to help us?” Iris asked.

“This is helping myself. You 3 will eat everything in the house!”

“Why do you know the password to the Thieves Guild?” Azula asked. It was a good question. Considering their recent betrayals, they shouldn’t jump to trust someone they just met.

If she wanted to turn you in, she would have let the inquisitors capture you. Remus shook his head, dismissing the paranoia. That way lies madness.

“Sometimes it helps to know some less than savoury characters,” Bridget said, shrugging her shoulders shamelessly. “Especially when you have multiple houses that you don’t visit enough and refuse to get robbed.”

“Do they make you pay protection money?” Azula asked.

“One tried to ask once. I sent him home naked, with a new scar as his payment. Funnily enough, no one’s asked since.” Bridget laughed evilly. “That’s the trick with these types. You’ve got to show strength. It doesn’t matter how sweet the honey is; seeing your pal catch on fire makes anyone think twice.”

This woman is terrifying. She seemed like a sweet old lady on the surface, but the more she talked, the more Remus knew he didn’t want to risk making an enemy of her.

“I think I have a plan, or at least the beginning of one,” Iris said.

“A pla,” Bridget said nonsensically, holding up a single finger. “Acta non verba.”

“You know none of us speak Elvish, right?” Iris asked.

“Yes.”

“Okay then.” Iris turned away from the strange old woman. “The Thieves Guild is a good lead, especially if Bridget is right and Misty is a member. Even if she’s not, we can probably ask around and figure out more of what’s going on. An organisation like that must have spies everywhere. If we find Misty, we capture her and force her to tell us what’s going on. If we can’t, we figure out what’s going on with the inquisitors and what they want. What we need now most of all is information; once we have that, we can plan an effective counterattack.”

“Works for me. When do we go?” Remus asked.

“Midnight. If we try to move during the day, we’ll be spotted for sure. We both have night vision, so getting around shouldn’t be an issue for us. But then Azula, that does mean you’ll have to stay behind.”

“Eh?”

“Don’t worry, we’re not benching you. I want you to be our lookout. From here, you should be able to see if anyone else approaches."

“How will I warn you?”

Iris turned back to Bridget, smiling sweetly. “Bridget, you wouldn’t happen to have a spare set of Message Stones lying around, would you?”

“You're like locusts; you destroy everything you touch.”

“Please, Bridget, we know this is a lot to ask, but we really need your help,” Iris said, holding her hands together to beg. Remus copied the motion.

“Fine. But these are a loan, not a gift. I expect you to return them,” Bridget said. “There should be a fresh set under the pile of books about me.”

“You're kidding. No way you know where it is, and it’s under a pile of books about yourself,” Iris said.

She was not kidding.


Chapter 24: Tibalt’s Superior

It was done. Lady Violeta was in chains. Tibalt had won. All that was left was for the victor to take the spoils. With Lady Violeta gone, there was a space free in the inner circle. Everyone could see it, and everyone knew who would be taking it. Irene was at court, several layers back. She was invited as she was a high-ranking inquisitor, although she was unlikely to be allowed to speak.

They all kneeled when Queen Vael entered the room. Her steps were glacial. It took so long for her to take her seat Irene’s knee began to ache. When she sat, they were allowed to stand again.

“We called this meeting of the council to discuss recent events. In particular, we shall discuss the traitor Violeta. The first invited to speak is Sir Tibalt,” Duke Thresha announced. He looked nervous, as he should.

Tibalt preened. Under normal circumstances, the first to speak was always from the inner circle. While his promotion was not official yet, it was a clear sign of things to come. “Your Majesty, you tasked me with the most adroit task of hunting down those that oppose you in this city. It is with great sadness that I have discovered that the traitor was within our midst. Lady Violeta claimed she was your friend, but my officers' investigations found several pieces of evidence linking her to the Thieves Guild.” These links were fictitious. In fact, the Thieves Guild members he claimed to have brought in were all homeless people and other nuisances that would be unable to mount a proper protest against the inquisitors. Irene had been in charge of ensuring they found the right patsies. “As such, I arranged for a raid of her home. There we discovered not only the expected stash of crystallised mana, but even more damning… schematics of the city. Studying them, we realised she intended to use the crystallised mana to launch a terrorist attack against yourself.”

Everyone gasped at the appropriate time. It was safe to say the crowd was fully under his power. The problem was that the queen was as inscrutable as always.

“Seeing this, I felt it only appropriate to arrest the scoundrel, so that she could taste the cold steel of your justice. Additionally, we identified and arrested a number of her compatriots and liberated a significant amount of cash. From this and our other sources, the evidence suggests that we may be dealing with an insurrection puppeteered by the nation of Twilsis.”

Everyone knew the stories. Long ago, before even the Demon Wars, the orcs had been an enemy of Necrum. The warlords would relentlessly attack the border, pillaging and raiding as they pleased. Individually, they were weak. But despite what their appearance may suggest, Irene knew orcs were not fools. When one tribe was threatened, they would join together in resistance. This had allowed them to endure time and again. Some go as far as to say that were it not for the Demon Wars and the destruction they caused in the orcish lands, Necrum may have been destroyed by such an alliance.

Since then the orcs had been fractious, never joining together as they were too busy infighting or dealing with the Helkiti. But Twilsis had formed under Chieftain Morshel. Ostensibly, she wished for peace. This was unacceptable. Morshel was growing her forces, becoming stronger by the day. If her country kept growing, it was on track to become a rival to Necrum. 

Necrum needed no rivals.

Something was wrong. Vael had yet to react. Even by her standards, she was playing her hand close to the chest. The other members of the court were starting to notice too and were holding their applause. “Dismissed,” the queen said.

The atmosphere shifted. Irene’s heart sank. Had she somehow managed to divine the truth? It didn’t seem possible. Tibalt had arranged everything so carefully, so meticulously. He spent years sowing the seeds, convincing people that Twilsis was acting up again.

This was a rare opportunity to strike, to remind the orcs of who the great power was. The problem was Vael had grown sentimental in her old age. Any suggestion of war was rejected in favour of increased trade and commerce. That was how Lady Violeta had risen through the ranks; she was a half-orc and a key figure in the Deep Bank. Having her in a high position ensured peace.

So Tibalt removed her. All he needed was the right stooges to plant the evidence, and everything fell into place. A few got away, but that was only a temporary setback. Justine was able to capture Violeta, while Irene ensured the stooges would stay quiet. So why was Vael dismissing him? Irene wanted to scream at the queen. She was being a fool, ignoring the right course of action because it was presented by a lowborn. Irene was not surprised; nobles always did this, and the queen was the most noble of all.

Tibalt bowed and left the room. Even faced with this injustice, he kept his cool. Everyone's eyes were on him, yet he did not bow his head or quake in fear. Duke Thresha began speaking about the importance of peace with Twilsis and the wisdom of careful negotiations. Irene returned her gaze to the front. She knew Tibalt would want to know who spoke against him after he was removed. Lady Violeta spoke out against him, and he destroyed her. Irene knew that his revenge would be no less severe this time.


Chapter 25: Tibalt’s Minion

“You failed. It was such a simple mission. You had more than enough men to do the job, yet still you failed to capture 3 people.” Tibalt was furious. He was pacing in front of his throne, screaming at them intermittently. Irene couldn’t remember ever seeing her lordship so angry before. Then again, she couldn’t remember failing him so severely before.

After he left, Irene had watched the court passively. It was decided that while Lady Violeta would be held, a war against Twilsis would not be required. The conclusion was that Lady Violeta was acting in her capacity as a member of the Thieves Guild. As such, the focus was on capturing the remaining members of the organisation - particularly the 3 that had evaded Irene before. News of the brawl in the inn had spread, and it made the inquisitors look weak. They’d outnumbered their quarry 2 to 1, yet somehow all but 1 had escaped. It wasn’t a good look.

“And you, I told you to support her. What happened?”

He rounded on Misty. She recoiled in horror. She was wearing shackles. Irene had arrested her when she surrendered, the only successful capture of the mission. “I thought we were capturing them alive,” Misty protested weakly. “That was the deal we made.”

Tibalt stalked towards her, fury burning in his eyes. “The deal we made? Ay? Do not talk to me as if we are equals. I do not make deals. I give orders and you execute them. Do you understand?”

Misty lowered her head. “Yes, my lord.”

With a sneer, he collapsed into his throne, throwing one leg over the armrest. “Pathetic. Both of you.” They remained silent. They knew better than to speak when Tibalt was acting like this. The best thing to do was to let him punch himself out. “Tell me about Lady Violeta’s mansion.”

“It went well,” Misty said, her voice shaking. “We broke in and planted the documents like you said. We also discovered the crystallised mana, just like you predicted. That’s irrefutable evidence that she’s planning a coup.”

Tibalt’s lips twitched, the barest hint of approval showing. Misty dared to look helpful. “At least you can do something right.” Tibalt waved his hand lazily. “Remove the shackles. We still need her.”

“My lord, everyone saw her get arrested,” Irene protested. It was their one big success. She should have known better than to use her shades to attack the patrons, but she couldn’t risk sympathetic voices retelling the story so that she came across as the villain. Everyone had to be on the same page: Remus and his gang of thugs attacked the inquisitors, who only acted as they did to protect the populace.

“Must I think of everything? We’ll just say Remus and his thugs from the Thieves Guild broke her out.” He closed his eyes, heaving a long-suffering sigh. Irene removed Misty's handcuffs. “This isn’t over. Our raid against Lady Violeta proved damning, but it won’t be enough. If we’re going to convince Queen Vael to act, we will need overwhelming evidence of a large-scale conspiracy.”

“What do you need me to do?” Misty asked, rubbing her wrists. Irene knew the handcuffs were on too tight. She had deliberately set them that way.

“The Thieves Guild is a threat, but as it stands it is not an issue that personally affects her majesty. We need to change that,” Tibalt said. Irene felt new vigour filling her chest; it was nearly time. “It’s time for the thieves to become assassins.”


Chapter 26: Tibalt’s Daughter

Misty watched as Irene left the room, tension building in her chest. She knew better than to speak right away, waiting until she was sure Irene was out of earshot. “Daddy, I don’t think I can do this.”

Tibalt turned to her, his expression inscrutable. “I know this isn’t easy. But it has to be done.”

“But this… I thought we were just going to destroy the Thieves Guild.” Misty told the truth about her mother before. The Thieves Guild had killed her, leaving Tibalt as her only living parent. But parts of the story weren’t true. In particular, how Tibalt dealt with the Thieves Guild. At that time, he had only been a low-ranked inquisitor; he was nowhere near strong enough to take on the guild’s strongest enforcers by himself.

So he made a deal. He helped shield them from the inquisitors, acting as their spy, in exchange they left Tibalt alone. In order for this to work, he also had to be separated from Misty. He convinced the Thieves Guild she was dead, leaving her at the orphanage he grew up in so they couldn’t use her against him.

Tibalt then used his connections in the guild to make key arrests, helping him to get promoted. When the time was right, he reached out to Misty. Misty had been thrilled to meet her real dad. She cried when he told her she could call him daddy; all her life she had wanted to know what her family was like. When he left her, she had been too young to have any real memories. Learning he was an inquisitor was thrilling. When he told her what had happened, she instantly agreed to help him get revenge. To do this, he helped her join the Thieves Guild. As far as the council was concerned, she was just another orphan stealing to survive. They had no idea Tibalt had made her his spy.

Tibalt played his cards carefully, arranging everything so that he could take them all off the board in one swift, brutal move. The opportunity was within his grasp, yet he instead was targeting Twilsis. “I don’t understand. Why are we going after Twilsis?”

Tibalt stroked her cheek. Misty loved the feeling of his thumb rubbing against her face; it was what a dad was supposed to do. “Did you ever wonder why they killed your mother?”

“I… I thought it was because they’re bad people.” Misty winced when she heard herself. She sounded like an idiot.

“Yes, that’s true,” Tibalt said soothingly. “But that’s not why they did it. Your mother was one of the good ones. She was a thief, but she understood the importance of etiquette and heritage. She would never have attacked Necrum because she knew it was the centre of all civilization. To damage it is to harm the common heritage of all sentient life on Corpus.”

Misty had heard all about this before. Tibalt often spoke at length about how important dark elf culture was. She knew it was a big deal to him and to her mum, so she went along with it. It made her feel more like part of the family.

“But Twilsis… the orcs from there are different. They don’t know their place.” Tibalt’s voice hardened. He drew back his hand, making a fist. “They think they can take whatever they want. That heritage doesn’t matter. That our traditions are irrelevant. So when your mother tried to stop them, they killed her.”

“She tried to stop them from doing what?”

“They wanted to kill me. I was investigating them, trying to find a way to protect this city from their kind. But your mother stopped that. That’s why we need to do this. We need to make it so that they can never do something so heinous ever again. You understand, don’t you? You're my daughter… we share the same blood.”

“But… I’m not a dark elf.” Misty squirmed. Tibalt held her hand. His purple skin against her blue skin. In a lot of ways, she looked like a dark elf. In the dark, she might even pass for one. But she knew Tibalt didn’t see it that way. He never said it because he was her dad and he loved her, but he knew she wasn’t the same as him.

“Your… condition is irrelevant. It’s about blood.”

“When… When the war starts, will we be able to tell people I’m your child?” Tibalt’s smile lifted Misty’s heart.

“This is what we’ve been working towards all these years. There’s just one step left, and no one will ever be able to threaten us ever again.” Tibalt cupped her cheek in his hand. “So, can you do this for me, sweetheart?”

Misty had never killed someone before. Tibalt often asked her to do things she didn’t want to. She had never wanted to be a thief. She wished she could be an inquisitor instead. Then she could work with Tibalt openly, and everyone would treat her nicely because she’s his daughter. Instead, she had to work at the Thieves Guild where everyone was out for themselves.

She hated the training she underwent to get stronger to be a thief even more. Her abilities were not inherent. Tibalt had told her that her unique heritage meant she couldn’t be trained the same way he trained dark elves, so instead he arranged for her to get a Cursed Mark. Cursed Marks are an orcish invention. They cover you in a type of tattoo that can be charged with the user’s ki or magic over time. Then by activating it, they can enhance the part of the body that’s covered by it. Normally, this is only an arm, or maybe the user's legs.

Misty’s was different. Her Cursed Mark was designed to extend to cover her whole body when active, her skin gaining a set of red marks all over. This meant that she could alter her entire body with the mana charged inside it, giving her a lot more freedom than normal Cursed Mark users. If she wasn’t a Manaborn, such an alteration would’ve been incredibly dangerous, bordering on fatal. Even as a Manaborn, it still made her scream in agony when she got it. But the results spoke for herself. Daddy knows best.

She knew her daddy would never ask her to do something if it wasn’t important. If he thought this was the only way to protect her, then she had to do what he said. He was her father. All her life, she had wanted to have a daddy who would protect her. She finally had one, and she wasn’t about to throw that away. This is what family does. They make you do things you don’t want to do, but it’s for your own good. I need to be a good daughter and help him.


Chapter 27: Neutrality

It had been a long time since Bridget had so many guests in one of her homes. She tended to avoid letting anyone get too close; it made it so much harder to tell them to get lost when they inevitably asked for something. I should never have let them in. It was her fault. Once you give people an inch, they always take a mile. She knew this. Everyone always wanted more help. Always.

Azula was no exception. She asked to speak to Bridget in private, looking bashful as ever. Bridget knew what it was about, but took her to her private quarters all the same. Azula had been helpful even before she knew who Bridget was; she deserved this much. Bridget sat on her bed, taking comfort in being surrounded by piles of her possessions. People often thought she didn’t know what she owned or where anything was. This was not the case. Bridget had a near eidetic memory, even in her old age. If she needed something, she knew exactly where to look. Azula stood, looking at her.

“Bridget, I am formally asking you to train me… again.”

“No.”

“Why?” Azula put her hands on her hips, giving her an intense look. “Do you think I’m a bad person?”

“You know why. If I train you, you will become extraordinary.” Bridget wasn’t bragging. She had trained dozens of apprentices over the years; even the least impressive students had become famous.

“Am I not worthy?”

“Your skills are... acceptable.” Bridget had lived a long time. Old people have a lot of time to pick up skills, including the ability to sense talent in others. Bridget could tell that Azula had the potential to be her strongest apprentice yet, if she survived long enough. Potential to be great doesn’t mean you won’t die.

“I wouldn’t misuse what you teach me. I’ve… done bad things in the past… I followed the wrong people. But I won’t make that mistake again.”

“That’s not the issue.”

“Then what is?”

“You don’t understand what it means to be powerful.” Azula went to speak again, Bridget continued so she couldn’t. “I mean truly powerful. So powerful that you can enforce your will upon the world. It’s not a blessing, as one might think. It’s a curse. Being powerful means you have to make decisions constantly. Everyone comes to you wanting you to fight for them; they’ll try to tell you that their cause is just and that the other side is cruel. But how can you be sure? How can anyone be sure that you're not being manipulated? The only right answer is to do nothing.”

Azula was taken aback. Bridget didn’t tell people how she felt often. Even her words had the potential to influence people, something she did not wish to do. Bridget’s only goal was to be neutral.

“You're wrong.”

Bridget scowled at her. “What?”

“I said that you're wrong. You think that being neutral absolves you of responsibility, that you can just sit by and be a bystander and that’s fine.” Azula's voice was set; she sounded more confident than Bridget had ever heard her sound before. “But that’s wrong. When you do nothing, that itself is a decision. You're choosing to not try to make things better, and tacitly agreeing to make things worse.”

“Shut up. You don’t know anything about me.”

“No. I won’t. You need to hear this. Your age is no excuse. You have the power to make a difference. I know you do. Yet you're choosing to do nothing. You’ve deluded yourself into thinking that’s somehow a virtue, but it’s not; it's a weakness. You're too scared to face up to your mistakes, so you hide and do nothing, waiting for death.”

Ice settled inside Bridget’s chest. “Watch your tongue. I won’t accept this rudeness."

“I’m sorry, but I have to say this. I know you're upset, but sometimes the truth is upsetting.”

“Leave. I’ve heard enough.” Bridget let her fire out, covering her body in a blaze. Azula met her gaze.

“Is this what it takes to make you act? A few harsh words and your so-called neutrality goes out the window?” Bridget stood, pulling the door so hard it bounced off the wall.

“Fine, then I’ll leave.”

Azula shook her head. “Growing up, I heard stories about the Legendary Heroes. None of you were forced to fight. You chose to because you wanted to protect the world, to make it a better place. Are you really ready to give that up?”

Bridget stopped. “No one forced us?” Bridget laughed bitterly. “You don’t know anything about us.”

“Then tell me.”

Bridget wanted to smack her. Azula was the same as the nobles, a young upstart who thought she knew everything. Bridget had thought she was different, that she could understand why things were the way they were. But she couldn’t. No one can see beyond their own biases. They think they can, but ultimately everyone is the same. No one can truly sympathise with their enemies; they other them and think that makes it okay to do unspeakable things to them. “No.”

Bridget left.


Chapter 28: Destressing

In a few hours, Remus and Iris would be heading out. All the preparations were complete, so all that was left to do was rest so they had the energy to deal with what came next. Azula was busy training, leaving them alone. Bridget had given them the use of her bedroom, which was basically a box with a bed touching 3 walls. The door didn’t even open the whole way before hitting the bedframe. Remus lounged on the mattress, staring at the ceiling while Iris read her Stygian book.

Remus was feeling the pressure of the situation. It made him want to do something. Something impulsive. “Wanna have sex?”

Iris raised a single finger, indicating he should wait. She dogeared the page of the book she was reading. “About time you asked.” She put the book on the floor by the door, crawling as she went. Remus' eyes were glued to her ass as she moved. Iris was wearing a black negligee as pyjamas that revealed a tantalising amount of her cheeks. “Wait here. I want to go fetch something.”

Remus was bemused but complied. He had a feeling he was going to like this. She crawled out of the room, disappearing around the corner on all 4s. She came back shortly after, a bag hanging from her teeth. She hopped onto the bed, spitting the bag out in front of Remus. “I bought some fun things.”

“Fun?” Remus reached into the bag, pulling out a blindfold. “You want me to use these on you?” The bag had several items inside. When did she get all of this?

“You said you wanted to try something new. I thought this would be invigorating. You already know my do’s and don’ts. So, if you want to try something new…” Iris drifted off, giving him a pointed look. “I want you to blindfold me and handcuff my hands behind my back… then do whatever you want. Use the items in the bag, or don’t. Do whatever makes you feel most exquisite.”

Remus peeked into the bag. He knew what about half the stuff was for; the rest he could only guess. It will be fun finding out. He smirked, holding out the blindfold to her. She leaned forward, letting him secure it over her eyes. “Can you see?”

“What do you think?”

“You’re acting awfully cocky. I’d think a woman in your position would want to be polite,” Remus teased. Iris smirked at him challengingly.

“I want you to be angry. I want you to cut loose and show me the red-blooded man that you hide behind that gentle façade.” Remus swallowed. Hearing her describe it like that made it sound deeply erotic.

“Turn around, hands behind your back.” She spun around, letting him secure the cuffs. Remus prowled around her, testing to see if she would react to him. She turned to him as he moved. “You can see me?”

“I can hear you,” Iris answered. The mattress creaked as he moved.

Inconvenient. But not impossible to work with. Remus was a skilled hunter. He could be silent when he wanted to be. He changed his stance, spreading his weight to move silently. Iris didn’t follow him this time. He touched her shoulder, making her jump.

“Ha.”

“It’s only me.”

“I know that.” Iris pouted, looking unusually cute. “I was startled. I didn’t hear you move.”

“No, you didn’t.” Remus grabbed an item from the bag. It took Remus a moment to realise what it was. It looked kind of like a wand, except thicker, and it had a bulbous head. It was a vibrator, powered by magic. Remus placed it between Iris’ legs, rubbing her pussy with it. Then, with a flash of mana, he activated it. Iris yelped at the sudden change, then moaned.

“Good choice.” She sighed contentedly. He pulled down the front of her negligee, exposing her milky tits to his hungry eyes. Remus flicked his tongue over her nipples, watching her reaction closely. Everything he did had a bigger reaction than normal. The blindfold meant she had no way of knowing what was coming next, heightening the sensation beyond what she was used to. Her lip quivered as he teased her. Her nipple turned hard between his lips. He pulled back, swapping to the other and getting it hard too.

Once she was ready, he left the toy between her legs. Reaching into the bag, he took out another pair of items: nipple clamps. He held them open around her nipples, watching her face. No reaction. She had no idea what was coming.

He released the clamps, letting the coated metal crush her nipples. Iris whimpered, shaking her breasts around at the sudden pain. “It hurts. Ha. It's wonderful.”

Remus cupped her tits, pushing more mana into the vibrator so it’d speed up. He massaged her chest; kneading the flesh around her nipples. He had a lot of practice with Iris’ funbags, and knew what she liked. She moved her hips, rubbing her slit against the vibrator. Her lips trembled as he worked her, pushing her towards the edge at an intentionally leisurely pace. He wanted to drag it out; the longer he built it up, the bigger the payoff would be.

“You look so helpless,” Remus husked into her ear, making her shiver.

“I feel helpless. You can do anything to me. You can cause me dreadful anguish or rapturous bliss, and all I can do is take it.” Iris' hips sped up, her movements reflecting her desires. Her breath hitched, the scent of her arousal growing. Remus put a finger against her clit, rubbing it in circles. Iris threw her head back, crying out in joy. Her whole body shook as she came. Remus removed the clamps. The blood flowed back into her abused nipples, bringing with it a wave of pure pain. Her scream redoubled, and she squirted onto the toy underneath her. “Yes. This is what I crave.”

She fell onto her back, her chest rising and falling as she smiled serenely. Remus turned off the vibrator. “Did you enjoy that?” He asked redundantly. He reached back, removing her handcuffs.

“It was sublime.” Iris squirmed on her back. “But I hope we’re not done. I wish to return the favour.”

“And how will you do that?” Iris climbed on top of Remus, moving cautiously. She was still blindfolded. She rested her sex above his cock, letting him feel her heat.

“I have my ways.” She pushed down onto his dick with a groan. “Fuck, every time we fuck you leave me a gaping mess. Yet every time it feels so huge all over again. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this.”

Remus smacked her ass. “You need more practice.”

Iris leaned over, so her hair surrounded his head, leaving only her face visible. Somehow, even with her blindfold on, she still managed to look as majestic as ever. “You're beautiful,” Remus said, speaking his thoughts.

“Such a sweet talker,” she purred. She rolled her hips on his cock, leaning in closer for a kiss.

“I mean it.” Remus put a hand behind her head, pulling her down. He couldn’t wait any longer. He had to kiss his beautiful girlfriend. Now. Her pouty lips felt amazing. At that moment, there was no one else in the world. It was just Remus and Iris; all the problems they had and the enemies they needed to face faded away. Their lips moved together as they consumed each other, never wanting to separate in their desperate need. “You’re mine.”

Remus didn’t know why he said it. It slipped out. A primal thought he expressed before he even processed it. “I’m yours.” She bit his bottom lip, pulling it back with a smirk. “I’m all yours.”

Remus' desire skyrocketed. He grabbed her hips, then pounded up into her. Iris whined at the abrupt change of pace, struggling to keep up. He peppered her ass with spanks, some light and playful, some hard enough to leave a mark. “You belong to me. You’re mine. This body is mine.”

“Ah, yes. My body is all yours. I’m your toy to play with, all my holes belong to you.” She slipped her arms around him. “It’s too much. Don’t you dare stop!” Her nails dug into his back, scratching him painfully. Remus went for her throat, sucking and licking on it as he pounded away. This proved to be the last straw. “I-” Iris screamed silently, burying her face in his neck. He felt her teeth against her skin as she was consumed by rapture. He never stopped pounding into her, squeezing her butt cheeks to fuck her even harder.

When her orgasm finished, she slumped against him, all energy drained from her body. Remus released her neck, seeing the evidence of his work. He licked it again, soothing the area.

“Divine,” Iris muttered, her face still buried in his neck. “That's the only explanation. Your cock is divine.”

“Only my cock?” Remus asked playfully.

“You're right!” Iris pushed herself up. “Every part of you is flawless. These muscles!” She ran her tongue over his pecks, while her hands roamed over his abs. “Your face.” She peppered his cheeks and jawline with kisses. “And this glorious cock. It’s all so exquisite. This is the peak of manhood, the goal of all life. Everything has been building up to this body.”

She sounded delirious. She kept going, praising him and touching him all over as she rode him. She complimented every part of his body, from the bottom of his toes to the tip of his hair. The feeling of being so earnestly worshipped was magnificent. Remus felt his ego swelling so much he thought it would explode. This wasn’t a game for Iris. It was genuine passion.

“You are my god. I’m just a priestess, serving you with my body.” She licked the sweat off his body, moaning at the taste. “Thank you for giving me this blessing, God. I am unworthy of your affection.”

“You're worthy,” Remus said. He spanked her, punishing her for talking ill of herself.

“No. No one is, no one ever could be.” Iris grabbed his pecks, squeezing the muscles. “How could anyone ever hope to be equal to this magnificent form? The mere idea is arrogance at its worst. I know my place, God. I exist only to serve you!”

“Yet you disagree when I tell you that you're worthy?” Remus said, half-joking. Iris gasped, her half-covered face showing horror. Then she slapped herself.

“You're right. I’m worthless, yet I dared disagree with you.” She slapped herself again. “Please punish me for daring to disagree with you, oh great and wise god.”

Her smile was positively manic. She was glowing with pleasure, her hips moving ever faster. Remus was getting close; she was milking him masterfully and her insane worship was turning him on in a way he didn’t fully understand. He acquiesced, giving her a firm slap on the cheek. “You are mine. You are worthy. I chose you to serve my cock, never forget that.”

“Yes, God,” Iris mewled. “Please, slap me again. Being slapped by you is ineffably joyous.”

Remus did as she asked, alternating hands as he slapped her. Her grin only grew as he punished her, her juices dripping down onto his cock. He tried to resist, but she was too skilled of a rider. His hips bucked, and he grabbed her ass. He came inside her.

“Yes. Grant me your cum, God. I am worthy. I’ll worship it as I worship you.” She came as well. It was like she was trained to cum whenever he did. In a way, she was. He kept filling her as she whined with pleasure, his cum pumping out until it overflowed. When he was done, he pulled her down into an embrace, his cock still inside her.

He stroked her hair lovingly. After an intense fuck session, it was nice to relax and simply be together. She removed her blindfold, squinting as her eyes adjusted. Iris sighed peacefully as she settled into his chest again. “Thanks for that, I really needed it,” she said, tracing circles on his chest.

“Same.” Remus spanked her again. “You got really into it.”

“Worshipping your body?” Iris looked up at him, smirking darkly. “How could I not? With a body like this, any cock-lover would go mad.” His cock grew inside her. “Ready to go again already? My, you are insatiable.”

“You love it.”

“I do.” She kissed him softly. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Remus kissed her back. “You’re always worthy.”

“I know. That was just dirty talk.”

Remus kept kissing her. “Good. Never forget how amazing you are.”


Chapter 29: Banking Crisis

With Lady Violeta incarcerated, all of her assets had to be investigated. This included her manor and various small businesses she owned; it also included businesses she had a vested interest in, including the Deep Bank. The inquisitors had moved in before anyone could react, seizing control of every branch and shutting down its services while they carried out their investigations.

Lots of people kept their money in the Deep Bank. Most nobles diversified their holdings carefully, knowing that to rely too much on a single institution invited disaster. Justine had learnt this lesson from her father at a young age, and so when the Deep Bank was closed due to Lady Violeta’s criminal activities she was able to rely on her other investments.

The peasants were not so wise. When they saw what was happening, they rushed to their nearest branch, demanding their money. This led to Justine’s current situation. With the bank on lockdown, its security had to be sent away (and several members had been arrested). So, the inquisitors stepped in to maintain order. Hundreds of peasants were crowded around the main entrance. The inquisitors had erected a barrier, standing behind it in full plate mail.

“People, please, I know you are concerned. But normal banking operations will resume shortly,” Justine called out. She was using an amp, an enchanted item that repeated anything said into it twice as loud, yet still she struggled to get the crowd's attention. “Listen to me!” Justine winced at her own scream. She had miscalculated how much that would hurt. But it achieved the desired effect; the crowd had calmed down. “Now, one at a time, speak.” Everyone spoke at once. “No, raise your hands. I’ll pick one person to speak.”

This worked. Everyone waved their hands in the air, showing how much they cared. Justine pointed at the least angry-looking person. He was still a little angry, but at least he wasn’t waving a weapon. “I want my money.”

“And you will have it,” Justine said. “Just as soon as we’re done with our investigation.”

“How long will that be?” a different crowd member asked. Justine thought about not answering, since he hadn’t been called upon to speak, but knew everyone had the same question.

“About a week.”

“A week!” The crowd started yelling again.

“It’s only a week. Just be patient and -”

“We can’t be patient. We need money now or we’ll starve,” a burly orc screamed. The rabble rumbled their agreement.

You really don’t have enough food to feed yourself for a week? Justine knew better than to say that, but she was baffled. How could they plan so poorly? A bottle flew, smashing on the ground at Justine’s feet. “People, please remain calm.” Another bottle flew; Justine had to block it with her shield. “Hey, relax. It’s just money.”

Justine had said the wrong thing many times in her life. But instinctively, she knew this was the dumbest thing she had ever said. The crowd went wild. Dozens more bottles flew; at the same time they charged forward, throwing themselves against the barrier in a desperate stampede. The inquisitors responded with their batons and shields, holding their ground. The peasants had the numbers, but the inquisitors' shield wall was made up of Ki users. All of them were far stronger than any normal man.

“Lady Justine, I have orders from Lord Tibalt,” Newman said, rushing to her.

“It’s not Lady Justine. I have no title. Also Tibalt isn’t a lord.”

“Yes, Lady Justine,” Newman said, bowing. Newman was a nice man, but not particularly bright. He was an orc, which Justine knew had led to him being bullied by some of the less enlightened members of the inquisitors. That was why she chose him to be her assistant. He took his job seriously, even if he didn’t know how noble titles were supposed to work. “May I relay the orders?”

“You don’t need to ask. Just tell me.”

“Yes!” He snapped a tight salute. “Lord Tibalt has ordered that lethal force be used to control the mob attacking the Deep Bank.”

“What? How does he even know they’re attacking?” They had just started, yet somehow he had given the order to use lethal force already. It was ridiculous. No inquisitors had been injured.

“Shall I ask, Lady Justine?”

“No. Tell him that lethal force will not be necessary; the situation is under control.” Newman ran inside, returning to the messenger. A messenger was a mage who operated a Message Stone to keep the high tower abreast of events at the bank.

Justine refocused her efforts. The inquisitors were doing well; they had managed to hold their ground and so far no one had been hurt. The crowd was starting to calm down. “Stand down now, and no one will be punished. But if you continue to resist, we will be forced to make arrests,” she shouted, her voice amplified. A few people broke off from the back of the crowd, running away. Why are they running? They weren’t planning on chasing anyone. Nor did they have the capacity to. An arrow embedded itself in Justine’s shoulder. What?

Justine fell, her legs crumpling beneath her.

Who did that? She saw a shadowy figure in the crowd. She blinked, and it was gone. Had she imagined it?

“Lady Justine!” Newman ran to her, holding her in his arms. “On behalf of Lady Justine, I am authorising the use-”

Justine covered her assistant's mouth. “I do not authorise lethal force. Arrest anyone who tries to attack an inquisitor, but do not kill anyone.”

“But, milady, you’ve an arrow in your shoulder.”

“I’ll live, and so will everyone else.” Justine pulled the arrow out, her wound bleeding profusely. Newman looked at her in shock.

“You're not supposed to do that,” he sounded panicked. “Damn it. Make arrests, but lethal force is not allowed. Anyone caught using excessive force will be punished to the fullest extent of the law,” Newman shouted. He lifted her with impressive ease, carrying her into the bank. “Don’t worry, milady, we’re going to get you a healer and fix you right up.”

Justine felt tired. Maybe Newman was right; removing the arrow made her feel much worse, and she was bleeding a lot. Why did Tibalt insist on using lethal force? The crowd was acting up, but they weren’t a real threat. They were too few and too weak to do any real damage to the inquisitors. Arrests were one thing, but killing them would only serve to inflame tensions. And who shot me?


Chapter 30: Apprentice

Bridget invited Azula to her garden. It wasn’t very nice. The ground was covered in moss-covered stone tiles, and it was surrounded by walls on 3 sides. Only a tiny sliver of natural light got in because the house was in the middle of the block. A glass panel was at the end of the garden. It had a strange sheen to it, that Azula suspected meant it was a mirror. This was a garden built for privacy.

“I invited you here to discuss what you said to me earlier.” Bridget stood across from her with her arms crossed. “Do you care to apologise?"

“I apologise for upsetting you… but not for what I said. I stand by everything.” Azula crossed her arms, looking back at her. Bridget scoffed.

“The young always think everything is so simple. That the world should be perfect and everyone should be nice to each other.” Bridget clicked her tongue, shaking her head with a sigh. “It’s an immature, borderline foolish way to think. It is also correct.”

“I don’t care if it’s - Eh?” After what she said last time, Azula had thought Bridget was going to kick them out. She had tolerated their presence so far, but that was because there had been inquisitors everywhere. They couldn’t leave. “Really?”

“Don’t act so surprised, or I might change my mind about training you.” Azula’s eyes widened with excitement.

“You're going to train me?”

“Yes, and we don’t have much time. So stop being excited. It’s time for your first lesson.” Azula made a zipping motion over her lips, which earned her an odd look. “Okay, I have no idea what that was. It doesn't matter. First things first: the basics. Copy me.” Bridget formed a fireball in her hand; it then flowed up her arm and spread until her entire upper body was covered. Azula copied her. The fire in her hand wasn’t an issue, but as it travelled up her arm, it burnt away her arm hairs. “Okay, I see the problem. Do you know what it is?”

Azula put out her fire. “Confidence?”

“Partially.” Bridget’s fire peeled off of her, then lurched at Azula. Azula knew she wouldn’t kill her, so let it settle over her body. “Do you feel the heat?”

“What heat?”

“Exactly. Fire isn’t necessarily hot,” Bridget said. “In fact—” she moved the fire, spreading it over the stones. It shifted to blue, then slipped back, revealing a layer of frost in its wake. “ — it can be freezing cold; if you know what you’re doing. Did you feel the difference?”

“Yes.”

“Good. If you didn’t, we need to sharpen your senses, which could take months. It seems your fundamentals are well developed.” Bridget moved the fire to Azula’s left arm, covering it in a thin layer. Azula focused on the feeling, as it shifted from blue to red and back again. “That’s it. Sense what I’m doing. Fire magic is the result of forcing mana into the target; to achieve the opposite, all you do is pull it out of the target.”

“How do I do that?” Azula knew how to force mana into something, but that was her own mana. It naturally obeyed her commands; how was she supposed to control natural mana? Natural mana was everywhere, but it wasn’t under a mage's control.

“What do you think the distinction is between your mana and the ambient mana in the air?”

“Um…” The obvious answer was concentration. There wasn’t much mana in the air, except if that was true, how was Bridget able to make her fire burn so cold it caused ice to form. If she could do that, there had to be a lot more mana in the air than Azula could sense.

“The answer is nothing.” Bridget sucked away the mana from her surroundings. It felt like the opposite of a mage's aura, leaving a distinct absence in her wake. She kept sucking the air drier, making cold fires form all over the garden and spread. “The world belongs to whoever has the will to tame it.”

“That’s… Lilithian,” Azula whispered the last word, shocked a Legendary Heroine would directly quote Lilith.

“Lilith is the greatest witch of our era,” Bridget said. “Never forget that.”

“But… isn’t using Lilithian magic wrong?”

“Lilithian magic?” Bridget put out the fires. “Darling, there’s no such thing. Magic is magic, how can there be a type that belongs to a single woman.”

“But Lilith was different… wasn’t she?”

“She was only different in that she attained deeper mastery than most. But then, so did most of my students.” Azula’s jaw dropped.

“You-you don’t mean…” Azula couldn’t finish the thought. Her mind had short-circuited. This can’t be true.

“I told you my students are always extraordinary,” Bridget said, smiling sardonically. Azula swallowed. A thousand thoughts and questions were competing for space in her mind.

One slipped out. “Why?”

“Why?” Bridget repeated, closing her eyes. “I wish I could answer that. Regrettably, I never understood what was in that woman's head, even at the end. I always knew that she would change the world; she had a mastery of magic that even after hundreds of years of practice I still haven’t matched. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how she would change it.”

Azula fell silent. Bridget sounded so sad, so broken. Finally, Azula felt like she understood Bridget, at least somewhat. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have someone she trained cause so much misery. To have to hunt down a former pupil must’ve been heartbreaking. It was only natural that she would withdraw after such an event. “I’m so sorry.”

Bridget smiled, her melancholy disappearing so thoroughly it was as if it had never existed. Her mask was back on. “There’s no time to be sorry. I have faced my mistakes and made my peace with what my decisions wrought. That chapter of history is over now. It's time for the next generation to decide what the world is going to be like; that means you, my apprentice.”

Azula nodded silently. Bridget wanted to move on, and she would help her. Lingering on the past was not helpful.

“The key to controlling mana you did not create is to mix your own mana with it. As you grow more skilled, you’ll be able to decrease the concentration of your mana required to manipulate it, but for now start by using as much as if you were setting it on fire.” Bridget demonstrated, creating a fire in mid-air, then moving it, leaving a cold fire in its place.

“It’s strange. When you move the ambient mana, I can feel it so much more keenly than usual.”

“That’s normal. You’ve got used to ignoring background mana, except the parts that are affecting you in some way. In truth; air, water, the earth itself all of these are saturated with an incredible amount of mana. Remember, this is Gai’s body. It’s an expression of his raw power, just like his monsters.”

“I never thought about it like that before.” The god's power was so far above that of everything else people rarely even tried to understand it. Divine artifacts, weapons made by goddesses, were beyond mortal understanding. They could be used, but a mortal's manipulation of them was inherently flawed and imperfect. Their divinity also meant they had infinite power; they would never run out of mana like a normal enchanted weapon. “If the world is divine… is its power infinite too?”

Bridget’s smile filled Azula with confidence. “Funny, she said the exact same thing to me once.”

Azula’s confidence turned to horror. “Wait, you don’t mean-”

“You remind me of her when she was young. Oh, don’t make that face. She was sweet before he died.” Hearing that did not make Azula feel any better. Azula found it hard to believe that Lilith was ever sweet. Surely someone who caused so much misery had to have been born that way.

“Before who died?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. We’re getting off topic. I want to see you attempt what I’ve shown you.” Azula wanted to know more, but she agreed. There was limited time to train, so she wanted to learn as much as she could as quickly as she could. Ultimately, Lilith was only a distraction.

Azula created a flame, trying to focus on the feeling of her own mana and the mana in the air, and how they interacted. It was hard to visualise. She knew that mana repelled other mana, even a mage's own mana repelled itself, which was why making powerful spells was so hard. She thought that by surrounding the foreign mana on multiple sides, she might be able to corral it to a desired location. The problem was that it was slippery. Every time she thought she had it, it’d slide around her mana and return to its original place.

“Go faster.”

“But it’s too hard to maintain control when going fast.”

“Fine control isn’t the goal. When you move slowly, it has more time to bounce back. Move quickly, and it’ll go where you want it to before you lose control.” Azula frowned. She habitually cast slowly so she could maintain finer coordination. Fighting her habit was hard, but when she attempted it, she saw results.

“It worked.” It was subtle. She didn’t create a cold fire like Bridget had. Putting her hand in the area, it was mildly cooled.

“Well done. Now, do that 100 more times.” Azula laughed. Bridget didn’t. “Proper training involves a lot of repetition.”


Chapter 31: Tibalt’s Subordinate

Justine’s shoulder ached. The healer said she was lucky; if the arrow was even a little to the left, it would’ve crushed her windpipe and killed her. As it was, it nicked an artery, making her lose a lot of blood. They had been able to stop the bleeding, but she lost a lot of blood so they had to focus on restoring that with their potions. This meant they couldn’t do anything about her shoulder for days; she had to let it heal naturally until she had enough blood.

Justine was supposed to spend the next few days in bed. She decided to go to Tibalt’s office instead. Tibalt was leaning over a map of the city when she arrived; he flipped it before she reached him. “Justine, I’m so glad to hear that you are okay. I was so worried that you wouldn’t make it.”

“Tis but a scratch.” Jasmine’s arm was in a sling to stop her moving it too much. Her right shoulder was the injured one, which was unfortunate as she was right-handed.

“Even so, it would behove you to return to your chambers. Take your time to convalesce before returning to your duties.” Justine smelt his perfume; it was a potent scent favoured by the lower classes, designed to hide body odour. She never understood why he chose to wear something so horrid when he could afford better. Particularly because even with it, he still always smelt disgusting.

Justine smiled the way her mother had taught her to when a man was being condescending. “Your concern is admirable, sir. But I’m afraid this cannot wait.”

“Oh?” Tibalt leaned against the table. “Has something happened?”

“I wanted to discuss the events at the bank.”

“What about them?” Tibalt didn’t blink.

“You ordered us to use lethal force. I wanted to follow up on what made you feel such a decision was necessary.”

“Is it not obvious?” Tibalt pointed at her injured shoulder.

“I sustained this only after you sent the instruction. In fact, when it first arrived, the crowd had yet to show any violent intention.”

“And if you had acted faster, they likely never would have.” Tibalt shook his head. “We received a tip that there was an assassin in the crowd targeting you. I send those orders so that you would be able to oust them and protect our men.”

“Your message was not clear. You merely stated that we should use lethal force; you neglected to mention why.” Justine hated to question her superior like this. Seeing his eyes narrowing at her, she knew she had angered him. But she had to say it. It was her duty.

“A failure in communications, I am afraid. You know how it is: I give the order to my assistant, who sends it to a messenger, who then sends it to another messenger, who says it to your assistant to say to you. Naturally, during such a long chain, there is a lot of room for failure.”

“Naturally.” Justine felt it was a reasonable explanation. She wished she believed it. One way to identify a liar is that liars often prepare what they are going to say before it is needed, and what Tibalt said sounded very rehearsed. “I think… that is all we need to discuss. I apologise for wasting your time, sir.”

“No, thank you for bringing this to my attention so swiftly,” Tibalt said, putting a hand on her good shoulder he squeezed it with a smile that would be charming if it was not on his face. “A failure like this is unacceptable. It’s only right that we discover who caused it, so that they can be properly punished.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“You're too compassionate.” Tibalt shook his head. “Fear not, I shall handle the matter. I think I already know who did it.”

“Who?” Justine knew that Tibalt was prejudiced against orcs. Half the nobles in the city were to some extent, but Tibalt did a particularly bad job of hiding his beliefs. He had recommended against Justine’s promotion of Newman, but ultimately it was her decision alone. Now, he had cause to overrule that decision.

“Fear not. It is only speculation. I shall be personally conducting a series of interviews to ascertain the truth.”

“Very well, thank you, sir. With your permission, I will be leaving now.”

“You have it.” Tibalt released her. Justine turned away, glancing at the paper he had flipped when she arrived.

What’s he hiding from me? Justine knew that Tibalt had secrets. It was only natural that he would have some. His position was as much a political assignment as anything else. But she had always believed that he took his duties seriously. Justine had never been one to question authority. Before she left home, she had strived to be the perfect daughter, obeying her parents’ every command. When she joined the inquisitors, she had shown her superiors the same loyalty, even those that she felt were not entirely deserving of it. It was the way things had to be. For her loyalty was the greatest of virtues.

But where did her loyalty truly lie? When she became an inquisitor, she had sworn to protect and serve the people of Celestall City. She had never considered for a second that her oath and her loyalty to Tibalt would come into conflict. But then, she had never thought Tibalt would order her to hurt those she was supposed to serve before.

Newman was waiting for Justine outside Tibalt’s office. “Lady Justine, you need to rest. Please, come with me back to the medical block.”

“Not yet, Newman.” Justine felt sick. She was getting dangerously close to insubordination. “First, I want you to escort me to the dungeons. I need to interview a prisoner.”

“A prisoner? Can’t it wait, milady?”

“No. This is urgent.” Justine walked past him, making her way towards the stairs. She did not want to have this conversation outside Tibalt’s office.

“Who are you going to see?”

“Lady Violeta.”


Chapter 32: The Thieves Guild

The Thieves Guild was not a single, centralised location as many thought. In order for it to function, its members needed to be able to move about the city freely, abandoning any area that was discovered. However, some locations had endured longer than others.

Bridget sent them to a branch colourfully known as The Latrine. She assured them it was just a name; it was far too high up in its tower to be dirty like the Undercity. It was a former servant’s quarters for a noble who had died without any heirs; in theory, this meant it now belonged to Queen Vael, but in practice, she never bothered to send anyone to maintain it. This meant it had the implicit protection of being a royal residence, whilst also having no oversight at all  — the perfect place for a den of thieves.

Remus and Iris borrowed heavy black cloaks to obscure their features, although Remus’ height would give him away no matter what he wore. He decided to don his armour underneath, wanting the extra protection in case a fight broke out. It was a new moon, so the night was pitch black, meaning few others were out. Slipping through the streets, they made their way to a red door that had seen better days.

Bop. Bop. Bop-bop. Bop. Remus tapped out the code. A small slot opened, revealing a pair of serpentine eyes. “What is the password?”

This better not be a joke, Remus thought. “Banana hammock factory.”

The slot closed, then nothing happened. Remus waited, glancing around occasionally to confirm no one else was around. They were down a disused side street, but if someone was at either end, they could see them.

The door opened. Thank Mene. Making their way inside, they got their first look at The Latrine. Fortunately, the name really was just that. A name. It actually smelt floral, with a subtle uncurrent of gin. All around, there were sketchy types drinking and making merry, their glasses filled with clear liquids. As soon as Remus entered, they all stopped to stare at him, some even glaring.

“Um… hello.”

“You new here?” the doorman said. “Do you know the rules?”

Bridget had already warned them. The Thieves Guild only had one rule that really mattered: no fighting, no excuses. Thieves could and would steal from each other all the time. Trying to stop that was considered impossible. But if someone so much as raised a fist, everyone else in the guild was expecting to punish them for trying it. Of course, that rule only extended as far as the doorway. Once you were outside, all bets were off.

“We know,” Iris said, putting her hands on her hips. “And don’t try to take us for fools. If we find your hands in our pockets, we’ll follow you outside and rip your head off.”

Remus would not do that. But the threat worked; the thieves lost interest in them, letting them make their way inside without issue. A short man with a hunched back approached them. He was wearing a cloak like them, hiding most of his features. “Do you need a fence?”

“No. We need an informant,” Iris said. Remus was happy to let her do the talking. “We’re looking for Misty.”

“Never heard of her.”

Iris pulled a coin out of her pocket. With the bank closed, withdrawing more money was impossible, so they only had the loose change Azula had taken to see Bridget. “How about now?”

“A little light to jog my memory.” He snatched the coin, biting it. “But since you're a first-time customer, I’m feeling generous. She’s in the fuck den.”

“The what?” Remus asked.

The fence pointed over his shoulder, to an open doorway covered with beads. “The whorehouse.”

Iris looked at Remus, amused. “Well then, I think I know where we’re going.”

They walked past the man, who lost interest in them when it became clear he wasn’t getting any more money. Pushing through the beaded door, they found themselves in a hallway lit with pink light. There were beds on either side, several of which had couples, or more, having sex. Remus made a sour face. His enhanced sense of smell gave him more information than he wanted, including that several of the visitors were less than clean.

“Not a fan of paying for it?”

“Paying for it?” Remus looked at Iris oddly.

“Yeah… what do you think a whore is?”

Remus shrugged. “A dirty word.”

Iris laughed, shaking her head. “A whore is a woman or man who sells their body in exchange for money, Remus.”

“Oh.” That did sound vaguely familiar. Lorcan had mentioned it once, although Remus couldn’t remember in what context. “Weird.”

“A little. But who are we to judge?” They kept making their way down the hallway. Most of the doors were open; the occupants wanted to be seen. Eventually, they came out into an area with several rows of chairs lined up facing a small stage with a pole in the middle of it. About half of the chairs were filled with men and women. A woman crawled onto the stage wearing nothing but a bikini, slowly approaching the pole. “Let me guess, you’ve never heard of a stripper, either.”

“No, I know what a stripper is.” Remus had read about them in books. Iris eyed him suspiciously before refocusing on their goal. They scanned the crowd, searching for their quarry. “There she is.” Misty was in the back row, towards the middle, watching the stage excitedly. “Remember, we can’t do anything violent.”

“I know. Relax, I’ve got a plan. Take the seat on the other side of her.” Iris swaggered over, slipping into the seat beside Misty. Remus sat on the other side, effectively boxing her in. “Hello, Misty.”

“Iris.” Misty spun around. “And Remus. Here to see the show? I didn’t think this was your sort of place.”

“Why wouldn’t we be here?” Iris said. “We’re wanted by the inquisitors for theft. Seems to me we’re in the right place."

“Aw, that’s a shame.” Misty stuck her tongue out. “Well, good luck with that.” Misty tried to push past Iris. Iris held her ground, pushing her back into her seat.

“You're trying to be scary. That’s so cute, but you should know if you touch even one hair on my head, my buddies here will take yours.” Misty booped Iris on the nose.

“That’s true,” Iris said. “But then, how do you think your friends will react if we tell them you're working for the inquisitors? Quite the betrayal, don’t you think?”

“I have a contact in the inquisitors who helps me out sometimes; that’s nothing unusual around here,” Misty said, not missing a beat.

“That’s funny. A contact. A contact who was able to get you released as soon as you were arrested, they must be very senior.”

“You might think that,” Misty said, checking her multicoloured nails. Remus noticed that she had covered her scent again; she was being cautious. “But there’s no way to know for sure.”

“The thing is, we have friends too. And those friends are waiting outside, ready to throw a sack over your head the moment you cross that threshold.” Iris leaned in close, making Misty lean back. This was part of the reason Azula stayed behind. They needed Misty to believe this. “But we can call them off if you tell us what we need to know.”

Misty crossed her arms with a huff. “Can’t we just enjoy the show?” She gestured to the woman spinning on the pole, who had discarded her top. 

“We can watch.” Iris didn’t move. “But we’re going to talk as we watch.”

Remus followed Iris' lead. He saw the woman shaking her chest, but felt nothing. He failed to see the appeal of a stranger taking their clothes off. She didn’t even know who he was. “Look, you guys. I know this looks bad, but it’s totally not. We did this because Violeta is a really bad woman, and she would kill you if-”

“We don’t believe you,” Remus said. He tapped his nose. “I can smell lies.”

Misty looked at him suspiciously. Remus was bluffing; smelling lies was impossible, but most people didn’t know a lot about werewolves, or regular wolves for that matter. He was counting on that fact. “Ugh, you're so weird.” Misty tried to touch his nose. Remus swatted her hand away, making her pout. “Oh, come on. I did one thing wrong and suddenly you're acting so cold towards me.”

“You were going to let the inquisitors kill us,” Iris said, anger slipping into her voice. Remus shot her a warning look, reminding her to stay calm. Misty was obviously baiting them, trying to throw them off their game. “But we understand, don’t we, Remus?”

“We do.”

“You made a deal. Tibalt certainly wouldn’t have been happy with you if you went back on your word. You had to do what he said.”

“Exactly. I wouldn’t have done it if I had any other option.”

Iris had guessed Tibalt was responsible for everything. When they were attacked, Misty said, “You weren’t supposed to hurt them”; this indicated that it wasn’t Irene’s decision, and there was only 1 person above Irene in the inquisitors. 

“I get it, working for someone like that can’t be easy,” Iris said. “But I bet the perks are really good. Tell me, how much did he pay you?”

“You guys don’t get it. Growing up, I was all alone. If I’m not careful, that’s how I’ll end up again,” Misty said. “I don’t want to do this forever. I need an exit strategy.”

“If you don’t want to do this, then don’t. But don’t ruin other people's lives trying to leave,” Remus said.

“I don’t want to, but this is what I’ve got to do. If I don’t, he's going to abandon me.”

What? Remus shared a look with Iris. They had assumed that the relationship with Tibalt was purely business, but the way she spoke made Remus question that assumption. Remus could tell that Iris had noticed, too. Remus said, “Misty, if he’s making you do things you don’t want to, you should leave. You don’t need someone like that in your life.”

Misty turned to him, her makeup smeared from her tears. “I can’t. You don’t understand; growing up, I always wanted to meet him. Now he’s finally here, and he needs my help. He needs me. I can’t just walk away from that.”

Remus pulled Misty into a hug. He didn’t understand what was going on. It sounded like she was talking about her father. Is she his bastard? If that were the case, it answered some questions but still left others open. Why was she so upset? Sure, they were angry that she had betrayed them, but was it that big of a deal to her?

Iris rolled her eyes dramatically. “She’s faking.”

“Nu-uh,” Misty said, her face buried in Remus’ chest.

A thought occurred to Remus. “Maybe this doesn’t have to end in violence. If we talk this out, maybe all of this can be fixed.” Misty said nothing, staying perfectly still in his arms. “Misty, we want to help you, but you have to let us.”

“How can you help?” Misty asked, pulling back.

“We can only help if you tell us what’s going on,” Iris demanded. Misty lowered her head.

“I need to go.” Misty leapt out of her seat, her arm stretching to grab a rafter. The suddenness of her exit gave her an advantage. Remus and Iris tried to chase her, but before they could catch her, she slipped into one of the sex rooms, closing the door behind her.

Remus tried the handle, but it was locked. “Do you think breaking down a door counts as being violent?”

“Probably,” Iris said. “But it doesn’t matter. We can wait. She’s got nowhere to go.”


Chapter 33: Tibalt’s Prisoner

Justine finished her descent into the dungeons, the lowest level of the high tower. It was a grimy, disgusting place, even more poorly maintained than the streets of the Undercity. Getting rid of Newman wasn’t easy. He had insisted on accompanying her, but Justine couldn’t risk it. She wanted him to know as little about what was going on as possible so that if she got into trouble, she wouldn’t drag him down with her.

Growing up, Justine had met Lady Violeta many times. No matter the occasion, she always looked noble. It wasn’t what she wore, but how she wore it. She exuded self-confidence and authority. Justine expected that in a prison cell, that would not be the case. She was mistaken.

Lady Justine had been stripped of her formal robes, given the same hideous grey jumpsuit as all the other prisoners, yet still she looked elegant.

“Lady Violeta, I have some questions for you,” Justine said, foregoing any greeting.

“Yes, I imagine you would.” Justine stood to meet her. “Go ahead. Ask what you wish.”

“I’ll start with a simple question: to what extent were you involved in the coup to displace Her Majesty?”

“Extensively.” Justine flinched back. “In that, I am a key figure working against it.”

She’s playing with me. Justine glared at her. “Do not play games; answer my questions clearly and concisely.”

“As you wish.”

“You say you were working to prevent the coup. Did you obtain the plans of the attack as part of this effort?”

“No. I had no knowledge of the plan's existence.”

“Then how did they get into your house?”

Lady Violeta looked at Justine the same way she did when they first met. Justine had been a small child and had asked Violeta why her teeth were so big. Her father had scolded her, but Violeta was amused. She explained very patiently that she was half-orc; so she had some of the features common amongst orcs. “Considering that I do not know of the plan's existence, how could I possibly answer that question?”

“Speculation is fine.”

“If I were to guess — which is not something I enjoy doing — I would venture that the Thieves Guild was involved in some capacity.”

“If rumours are to be believed, you are a member of the Thieves Guild.”

“Do you believe those rumours?”

“No.” It made no sense. If Violeta had a relationship with the Thieves Guild, then she would never have allowed them to attack her bank. It made her look weak, which was suicide for a bank.

“So you think the Thieves Guild targeted me?”

“If that were the case, why would they do it? What do they have to gain?” Violeta pursed her lips, letting Justine continue speaking. “This attack shut down the bank. It’s left you imprisoned. But now the bank’s under the control of the inquisitors; it’s more well defended than ever. If they wish to rob it, then they’re delusional.”

“Then what are they intending to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you do.”

“No, I don’t.” Justine paced back and forth before the bars. “The only way anyone could hope to rob the bank now is if they were an inquisitor, but that’s ridiculous. Even if they were, that would only get them access to the bank, not the chance to actually do anything. And even then, only a handful of people would have the authority to do it.”

“Who?”

“Myself,” Justine said. “And Irene, and of course Tibalt.”

“Is that our suspect pool?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not a suspect, and nor is Tibalt. In fact, neither is Irene. None of us could rob the bank because once it was discovered what happened, moving the money would be impossible. Not difficult, impossible. Even the Thieves Guild couldn’t manage such a large influx. Moving it without getting caught is not an option. People would know, and the queen would act.”

“And you're sure there’s no way to get around that?”

“I’m the one asking the questions here,” Justine said, turning back to Violeta. She had sat down on a bench, one leg folded over the other. Her eyes were closed as she leaned against the wall.

“Think about it.”

Justine grumbled but did as she said. “Everyone knows how much money is in the bank, especially the queen. She wouldn’t let it disappear without a proper accounting. Even stolen money has to be properly processed, with only… a finder’s fee.”

“There you go.”

“But the bank doesn’t steal money!” Justine stamped her foot.

“No, it doesn’t. But the Thieves Guild does, and if the bank was found to be part of the Thieves Guild, how would that be handled?”

“This is ridiculous. If they tried to do this, they’d ruin people. The peasants are already on the verge of revolt.” Justine’s voice felt hoarse. She was yelling so loudly that she hurt herself. “And the bank isn't just holding our money. It’s an international organisation, owned by Twilsis. If we were to seize its assets, that could lead to…”

“Say it.” Violeta opened her eyes. “Say what will happen.”

“War.” The ground shifted beneath her. Justine thought she was going to fall, but Violeta grabbed her before she could, holding her steady.

“You look terrible,” Violeta said. “Sit down, take a moment. You need to recover your strength. What happened to your arm?”

“An arrow.” Justine folded her legs beneath her.

“I see. You must be suffering the effects of blood loss.” Violeta held her hands. “Do not give in to fear. This situation is bleak, but this story is far from over.”

“What can we do? If no one stops…” Justine looked around cautiously, consciously lowering her voice. She knew better than anyone that the walls had ears. “... Tibalt, then he’ll plunge us into a war.”

“The queen won’t let that happen,” Violeta said. She stroked a lock of hair out of Justine’s face. “Tibalt thinks himself clever, but the queen is much wiser.”

“But she doesn’t know what’s going on. If things keep going-”

Violeta put a finger to her lips. “Have you forgotten about the crystallised mana already?”

“Huh?”

“The queen always has a plan. I was in her employ, working to create a countermeasure against Tibalt. Regrettably, he got to me before I could act. The crystallised mana was supposed to be our ace in the hole, but he saw through me. So now, the key is to ensure that he does not use it.”

Justine’s horror redoubled. “How would he use it?”

“We intended to use it to empower our soldiers, such that we could enact a surgical strike against Tibalt and those loyal to him if it proved necessary,” Violeta admitted freely. “But if my suspicion is correct, he has shown his hand. That much crystallised mana could level a tower, killing everyone inside it.”

“The bank?”

“Possibly. But I doubt he’d feel the need when we are already beaten,” Violeta said, gesturing to her cell. “No, there is only one person who truly stands between him and what he wants now. And he knows he can’t arrest her.”

“The queen.”


Chapter 34: Misty’s Letter

The door shook as it was struck repeatedly. “Open the door. There’s no use hiding, you’ll have to come out eventually,” Iris shouted.

“We only want to talk. We’re not going to hurt you,” Remus said.

To a newcomer, the Fuck Den’s rooms looked like dead ends; they were small cuboids with a bed, nightstand and grey walls. But nothing in the Thieves Guild was a dead end. Hidden behind the headboard was a small dumbwaiter hole that had never been filled; it was not big enough to use as an effective means of escape. But it was big enough for Misty’s purposes.

She pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and began penning a letter to Tibalt. She needed to be quick, but Tibalt was strict about proper writing etiquette.

Dear Tibalt,

I am pleased to inform you that your predictions have, as usual, proven correct. Many of the key figures you are intrigued by are present in the Thieves Guild. This includes Remus and Iris. Regrettably, an inauspicious occurrence led to their discovering my presence. They claim to have a woman, Azula, on the outside waiting to attack me. I suspect this is true, and potentially that they have other agents covering the other exits.

As such, I am formally requesting that we move the plans up. I can assure you that should we do this, it will not compromise other elements of the plan.

Sincerest regards,

Your ever-loyal servant,

Misty

It was shorter than Tibalt would prefer. But Misty didn’t have time. She cast one of the few spells she knew, imbuing the paper with her intent. It folded itself repeatedly, forming a paper aeroplane, then flew into the passageway. This was a spell Tibalt had insisted Misty learn to be a better spy. She lacked aptitude for it, but if a mage is determined and willing to practise for long enough, they can learn most cantrips. Months of practice meant she could cast the Paper Aeroplane spell, allowing her to send discrete messages without requiring a magical aid.

Her job done, Misty sat on the bed, hugging her legs to her chest. He’ll save me. He’s my daddy; he has to save me.


Chapter 35: Mana Sense

Azula was taking her job as a lookout seriously. She was on Bridget’s balcony, which afforded her a view of the northern and eastern bridges. At this time of night, the gates on both were open. They were on the servant's level, so the inquisitors were less strict about who could enter. The southern bridge was closed, having been deemed too unstable for safe passage. This left only the western bridge unobserved. Even if Azula left Bridget’s house, she’d never be able to see all 3.

Fortunately, Bridget had a suggestion for how to get around this problem. “Focus, this block isn’t that big. You should be able to sense the mana of everything within it,” Bridget said. After their first training session, she had told Azula that improving her mana sense would make her progress faster. She then told Azula that she’d be using her time as a lookout as training time — Bridget was a big fan of multitasking.

Azula asked if Bridget would be willing to help her keep an eye out. Bridget adamantly refused. It turns out that while she was willing to take on a new student; she was still unwilling to commit to actually intervening in the fight.

“How many people are on this block?”

“Um…” Azula tried to count. Normal people were so faint they were difficult to differentiate from minor magical items. It didn’t help that the block was huge, and a lot of people were moving about within their homes. “100?”

“Don’t guess. Know.” Bridget smacked her with a paper fan. Azula glowered at her. “If you have the energy to make faces, you're not working hard enough. How many magic items are there?”

Magic items felt different from natural mana. The mana inside them was all the same type, so it stuck out if you knew what to look for. But even so, there were too many. “26?”

“Close, 32.” Bridget smacked her with the fan again. “Close isn’t good enough.”

“It’d be easier if you stopped hitting me.”

“I know. That’s why I’m doing it.” Bridget smacked her again. It didn’t hurt, but it was incredibly annoying. “What? Do you think in a real fight you’ll be able to ask them to stop punching you? Grow up.”

“Well, yes, but I’m still in training,” Azula tried. Bridget snorted.

“You don’t have long to train. If you haven’t noticed, danger is already here.” Bridget moved as if to smack her with a fan. “Someone just cast a messaging spell.”

“What? Are you sure?” Being able to sense the specific spell someone cast was incredibly difficult. In fact, most books said it was impossible. Bridget smacked her with her fan.

“Don’t question me.”

“You said it was important to ask questions.”

“Ask questions about magic, not about me.” Bridget smacked her with the fan again. “Everything I say is true. Remember that.” Bridget turned, looking into the distance. Azula tried to see what she was looking at. Bridget grabbed a Message Stone off the desk, throwing it to Azula. Azula caught it awkwardly. It almost fell on the floor, which would have been bad. Message Stones were no tougher than regular rocks, and when they smashed, the magic inside them destabilised, making them useless. “No, wait. Don’t use that.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Bridget took the Message Stone back. She clicked her tongue in distaste. “Bastard. He sold me a tapped stone. I can’t believe I missed this.”

“Tapped? You mean someone’s listening to what we say on it.”

“That’s right, buckeroo. And right now, your lovers need a warning that a whole host of inquisitors is about to be swarming all over them.”

“What?” Azula screamed, forgetting to be quiet. Not that it mattered anymore. “I need to go to them.”

“It’ll be dangerous.”

“I don’t care.” Azula was already making her way into the house. “They need me.”

“You’ve got moxie; I like that,” Bridget said. She grabbed a piece of paper off her desk as they ran. “This is a new address. We can’t come back here again after tonight; if you live, meet me there and we’ll continue your training.”

Azula grabbed the paper, stuffing it into her pocket without looking. There was no time to waste; her partners needed her.


Chapter 36: Raid

“I spy with my little eye, something beginning with p,” Remus said. Iris and Remus were still staking out Misty’s room. Various members of the guild had come to check on them, but none had any issue with what they were doing. They knew Misty hadn’t left; Iris could sense and hear her, and Remus could smell her. She had fooled Remus’ nose before, but they had faith she couldn’t fool all their senses.

“Is it a prostitute?” Iris asked.

“Yes.”

“This game really doesn’t work when there’s so few things to see,” Iris said. Azula had taught them the game when they were first travelling. “Do you know any other games?”

“Do you smell that?”

“Let’s keep playing I Spy.” Iris did not want to know what he was smelling in a whorehouse.

“No. It's… the inquisitors are here.” Iris’ ears pricked, hearing the sound of chainmail rattling coming from the Thieves Guild.

“We need to get out of here.” Shouts rang through the air as the inquisitors burst onto the scene.

“Surrender now, or your lives are forfeit,” a powerful voice demanded.

“Never!” Swords clashed, and screams followed.

“Maybe there’s a back entrance,” Iris said. Iris ran towards the stage area. There had been a stage, which meant there had to be a backstage. If they were lucky, that would mean an alternative way out. “Wait.”

More sounds of fighting. More sounds of dying. The inquisitors had them surrounded. “We can’t run,” Remus said grimly. “Get behind me.”

The inquisitors were coming towards them, swords drawn. Surrender was not an option. Remus ran to meet them, transforming. He blocked his first blow with his claws. The corridor was tight, meaning that only one could attack him at a time. Remus kept blocking every strike, but he wasn’t hitting back. He wasn’t even countering. “Oh no,” Iris said.

Remus was still freaked out about killing an enemy by accident. It was making him hesitate, avoiding hitting his opponent. At the other end of the hallway, the battle was raging. Some thieves had abandoned their rooms, intent on fighting, creating a wall at the other end. Others had barricaded their doors, focused only on surviving a little longer.

Misty opened her door. “Hiya, fellas, I’m ready to turn myself in,” she called. She grabbed Remus, pulling him backwards off his feet. The leading inquisitor stabbed at her. “Wait!”

Remus grabbed her, stopping her from being skewered, getting his hand sliced for his trouble. “You fool, they're here to kill us,” Iris shouted. Did he have to save her? The inquisitor pressed his advantage, making ready to stab down into both of them. Iris summoned her balls, throwing one at his face. It was as harmless as ever, but it bought Remus a second to get back on his feet. Misty stayed behind him on her back, as useless as ever.

“Lord Tibalt must have told you about me. I’m Misty, you're meant to spare me,” Misty shouted.

“Never heard of you.” The inquisitor swung at Remus. Remus caught his sword in his claws, then snapped it. “Um…” The inquisitor raised his hands, trying to back up but was blocked by the soldier behind him. He was disarmed, yet still Remus did not attack. “Sword. Someone give me a sword.”

“Get out of my way,” an irate inquisitor stepped forward. His sword was still in its sheath; the crest on his chest indicated he was of a higher rank. “Useless, everyone one of you.”

“Save us, Flamenoir,” the disarmed man cried. Flamenoir had a thin strip of ginger hair down the middle of his purple head, and crazy eyes. His hands ignited with flames. Iris countered his spell immediately. Remus grabbed his hands, forcing them above his head.

Flamenoir screamed, his whole body bursting into flames. Remus released him with a hiss, leaving him open to a fireball to the chest. He fell back, crying out in pain. Flamenoir cupped his hands at his side; condensing fire into a tight sphere. Iris felt the power growing by the second.

We’re going to die. Iris dared to look back. The area behind her had descended into an all-out melee. “Run.” She threw a darkness ball at the sphere, knowing it wouldn’t be enough to counter it but hoping it would at least slow him down.

Iris sprinted away into the melee, Remus right behind her. As soon as she entered the fray, someone swung at her neck. Iris ducked, countering with a fist to his helmet covered head. The bones in her hand cracked, but at least he fell back. “Get behind me,” Remus ordered. They were everywhere. Thieves were dropping like flies. It wasn’t that they were bad fighters. There were simply too few of them; each thief was trying to take on 2 inquisitors at once.

Fire flooded the room. Iris screamed, covering her face in terror. She tried to summon her magic to defend herself, but she didn’t need to. The reason became obvious when she saw Azula in the doorway. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go.”

Remus picked Iris up, throwing her over his shoulders and racing towards Azula. A scorched inquisitor tried to get in his way, but Remus had the good sense to barrel him over before he could stab him. Looking back, Iris saw Misty fleeing into one of the rooms, slamming it in the face of an inquisitor. Looks like her daddy’s not taking very good care of her.


Chapter 37: Fear

Azula led them to Bridget’s next bolt hole. Like the others, it was overflowing with useless possessions. After a debrief with Bridget, during which she gave Iris a salve for her hand, they retired to a room she had prepared for them with a triple bed. Remus sat on it, huffing.

“I’m sorry.” He hung his head; his refusal to fight properly had put Iris in danger.

“Remus.” Iris sat next to him, putting her injured hand on his thigh. It was healing well, but still red from when she punched the inquisitor. “I’m not angry. But… why didn’t you hit him back?”

“I kept thinking that anything I did could kill him. Even if I hit somewhere safe, he could fall on his sword or…” Remus drifted off. He knew what he said sounded stupid. “I can’t get the thoughts out of my head.”

“Sometimes in a fight, people die. It’s sad… but it’s life,” Iris said. Remus nodded. “He was attacking us. You needed to defend yourself.”

“But if he died, then... that’d be it. We don’t know if he was evil or even a bad person. The inquisitors are meant to protect people; maybe he thought we were dangerous thieves.”

“Whatever he believed, he was willing to kill us. That says something about him,” Iris said. “Misty tried to surrender, and they tried to kill her too, and she’s on their side.”

“So, if I was willing to kill him, what would that say about me?” Iris shifted awkwardly, looking away from him. Remus felt bad, judgemental. But he had to say it. He had been thinking about it ever since the fight at Bridget’s house.

“Remus, you're right. Killing people is horrible, but you need to remember that goes both ways. Trying to defeat someone without killing them is 3 times harder than killing them,” Azula said, stepping forward. “If you're in a situation where you're massively stronger than your opponent, then you can afford to show mercy. But when you're surrounded, or on the back foot, you need to make a decision. If you had let the inquisitors kill you, then Iris would have been next.”

Remus wanted to disagree with her, but he knew she was right. He could have beaten that inquisitor in seconds if he got serious; he had been pulling his punches, which made the fight drag on far longer than it should have. One lucky hit would have been all it took for him to kill Remus. Remus could heal from a lot, but no magic was absolute. If they decapitated him, he doubted he’d survive.

Remus tensed when he imagined Iris by herself, surrounded by enemies. The wolf inside him stirred, begging him to take action. He stifled it; the moment had passed. “Remus, do you remember the first time I manifested?”

“Of course.” When they first trained Iris, she had created an arrow, stabbing Azula with it by accident.

“That time… it shocked me. I didn’t think it’d happen…”

“It’s not your fault, Iris. I know you didn’t mean to hurt me,” Azula said.

“I know. I didn’t. But… I never considered that I could hurt someone. But since then, it’s not been an issue. I always create these.” Iris created her balls of darkness. “Even if I hit someone in the head with these, all they do is nullify magic. They’re harmless.” Remus was jealous. He wished he could have magic like Iris’. “I think the reason my magic changed is because I was scared. I was scared I’d hurt someone I care about.” Iris shifted her mana, turning the ball into an arrow. She then summoned another arrow. “But it’s wrong of me to put all the onus on you to be my protector. I need to be able to defend myself as well, or every time we get into a fight I’ll be putting you in danger.”

Remus knew she wasn’t judging him. She was condemning herself for not being more helpful during the raid. He hated seeing her like this. Iris was always so confident and self-assured, yet now she appeared frightened. Weak. Remus knew he looked the same way.

“It’s the nature of strength. If you're strong, you have the ability to hurt people even when you don’t want to,” Azula said. “But that’s true even if you're weak. Anyone can hurt someone. But if you want to be able to protect someone, you need to be strong.”

Remus knew about Azula’s training. Everyone was working so hard to do what they thought was right, except him. He was so focused on being morally perfect that he let that fear guide his every action. “Next time… I’ll hit them back. I don’t want to kill anyone… but if I think either of you is in danger… I’ll save you.”

Iris looked troubled. Remus knew why. He meant what he said. If Iris or Azula was in danger, he would do whatever it took to save them. But that was it. If his life were at risk, he would stick to his principles. “Remus, if you're in danger, I will kill whoever tries to hurt you,” Azula said. Remus' heart sank hearing her talk so seriously.

“I don’t want that.”

Azula stood in front of him, crouching slightly so they were eye to eye. “I know. But you can’t make this decision for me. If you're going to protect me, then I’ll protect you too.”

“So, will I,” Iris said, letting her arrows fade. An atmosphere of finality settled over the room. Remus knew there was nothing he could say that would change either of their minds, because he wouldn’t change his.


Chapter 38: The Orcs of the Knight’s District

Justine had tried to arrange a meeting with the queen. Normally, this would have been difficult. Even high ranked nobles had to wait weeks to see her. But Tibalt had made it impossible. He was using the recent attack on the bank and the subsequent raid as an excuse to tighten security. No one could see Vael unless they were explicitly requested.

Her birthday was one week away. Every year since her coronation, this was marked with a huge parade and a ball for the nobles. It had never been cancelled, even during wartime. Officially, the event was still going ahead. To cancel it would be a disaster, making Necrum look weak on the international stage.

Justine needed to know what Tibalt had planned. He was clearly trying to inflame tensions, hoping to cause a war. But the queen had refused to fall for the bait. No matter what he claimed, she stood adamant that there would be no war with Twilsis. She was his biggest obstacle, but that didn’t mean Violeta was right. Surely he wouldn’t commit treason.

Justine needed to know. So she did something she never thought she would do. She knew Tibalt had many enemies, but most of them were already behind bars or dead. Only 1 group existed that had been able to resist him successfully so far: Sir Remus and his retainers. At the raid, Remus had been cut, the inquisitor who fought him successfully drawing blood. The hunter corps had taken this blood, attempting to cast various spells to track Remus. They had all failed. The reason given was that the blood was corrupted somehow. Numerous things could cause this, from it being mixed with certain common substances to magic to resist tracking.

They were wrong.

The reason was that it wasn’t Remus’ blood. Justine had taken the blood, swapping it out for a sample of pig’s blood- famously impossible to track. Justine had never betrayed anyone before. She expected it to feel horrible, to make her sick to her stomach. Oddly, she felt light as a feather. She knew she was doing the right thing. She went to one of her father’s old friends, who cast the spell. He gave her a map of the city with a glowing dot representing Remus’ location. As long as Remus didn’t leave the area marked by the map, or die, she’d be able to trace him by his mana.

She decided not to wear her inquisitor's outfit; she didn’t want to scare them. They had been Lady Violeta’s allies before everything went crazy, so she wore the traditional clothing of the dark elf nobility: a spiky corset and gothic makeup with a miniskirt and platform boots. Justine hadn’t dressed like a noble lady in a long time; it made her feel silly in a way. But it was necessary for the mission.

Remus was in a house in the Knights District. In years past, the Knights had been the queen's personal bodyguards and enforcers, with the inquisitors existing only to manage the nobility. Queen Vael had dismissed the knights decades ago. Their constant infighting and harassment of the populace had made them deeply unpopular, so the inquisitors were seen as a welcome breath of fresh air. Yet here they were, hardly 100 years later, and people were saying the same thing about the inquisitors. Even with the knights gone, the Knights District still showed the scars of their legacy. Some of the houses had whole walls missing from brawls, while others were covered in slash marks. The area was largely abandoned, with its primary occupants being criminals, at least as far as the inquisitors were concerned. Since there was no evidence of Thieves Guild activity, this area of the city had largely been ignored. The logic was that as long as they kept out of the areas the inquisitors cared about, they could do whatever they wanted.

Another one of Tibalt’s illustrious policies. Justine had elected not to wear a sword, to add to her harmless appearance. She regretted this when 3 orcs came out of an alleyway, surrounding her. “Greetings, my good men, I am currently busy with a most important task. If you would please let me pass,” she said.

The orc in her path sneered. “What do we have here? A noble. My, it must be quite a shock for one of your standing to talk to lowly orcs such as ourselves.”

“I don’t think you're beneath me,” Justine said, semi-truthfully. She didn’t think they were beneath her because they were orcs, but their choice to harass a random woman for no reason certainly didn’t ingratiate her to them.

“Is that so?” The orc thumbed his nose. “Yet you’ve not even thought to ask my name, warlady.” He said the term in Orcish, referring to her as one of their nobles. Justine knew he did not mean it as a compliment.

“Where are my manners? You may call me Justine.” Justine bowed slightly, as a noble did to a commoner. The orc’s expression darkened.

“I’m Glur,” he said. He gestured to himself with his thumb. “And I know who you are.”

“Ah, you are familiar with my family?” Justine asked. Don’t drop the act. He might be bluffing.

“I don’t know nothing about no nobles.” Glur grinned, showing off his tusks. “But I know inquisitors. Did you really think we wouldn’t recognise you?”

“If you know I’m an inquisitor, then you know how dangerous it is to take me on.” Justine made a show of putting her hands behind her back. “So, do you really want to mess with me?”

“Mess with you?” Glur rumbled. “We are not messing with you. We’re telling you to leave. We don’t want no trouble.”

“Wait… you're not trying to mug me?” Glur bristled at the accusation.

“No one here’s a criminal.”

“Then what are you doing?” Justine asked.

“We’re not giving you the excuse. We’re law-abiding citizens who have every right to be here.”

“... I’m not here to arrest anyone.”

“That we believe."

“Huh?”

“We heard all about the Thieves Guild. And trust me, warlady, if you try an’ do that here you’ll find we don’t go down so easily.” Glur was shaking. He wasn’t armed, and his armour was cheap. Justine finally realised what was going on. He was afraid of her, but was trying to protect someone. With the recent attacks led by the inquisitors, he thought she was leading another one to wipe out the residents of the Knights District.

“I think there’s been a misunderstanding.” She had misread the situation drastically. Justine raised her hands, hoping to defuse the situation. I really am out of touch.

“Is that so?” He was trying to act tough to hide how terrified he was. Justine could kill him in a second, and he knew it.

“Yes, I’m not here for any of you. I’m searching for a man named Remus-”

“Never heard of him, have we?”

His friends echoed his words. Justine wondered if they were being honest. Remus was an out-of-towner. But then again, she got the feeling they’d pretend not to know each other if she asked. “Then you have no reason to stand in my way. Excuse me, please.”

Glur didn’t move, his buddies taking positions on either side of him. “There’s no Remus here.”

Justine sighed. It was sobering to see how disliked the inquisitors really were. “I promise I’m not going to hurt him. I just want to talk.”

“Hey, Glub, didn’t you say you saw Remus in the Undercity?” Glur asked.

“Oh, that’s right,” the man identified as Glub said. “He said something about leaving the city and never coming back.”

“Seems like you're wasting your time then, warlady.” Glur pointed towards the bridge. “Leave.”

“I understand that the recent behaviour of the inquisitors has hardly been ideal,” Justine said, hoping to win them over by showing them sympathy. “But you must understand that this is precisely the problem I’m working towards fixing. If I find Remus, I am confident that I’ll be able to return things to the way they used to be in the good old days.”

Once again, Justine knew she had said the wrong thing. Their fear ebbed, replaced with pure rage. “The good old days,” Glub said, mocking her voice. “You don’t know nothing about anything do you?”

“I meant no offense-”

“Then leave,” Glub said, cutting her off.

“Now,” Glur continued. Justine thought they might actually swing at her. She didn’t have much time. Eventually, Tibalt would notice her absence, ruining her plan. Either way, she couldn’t wait. But the only alternative that seemed to be open to her was to beat up the 3 of them. She knew how she would do it. She was shorter than them, but stronger and definitely more agile.

Perhaps I can do this non-violently. Justine made a show of throwing her hands in the air. “Fine, you win.” With a blitz of ki-enhanced speed, she stamped on the silent orc’s foot, activating her magic. He cried out in pain, but she was confident that there would be no lasting injury. Glur swung at her; it was a clumsy attempt at a punch — he had never been in a fight before. She caught it, throwing him over her shoulder. When he hit the ground, she activated her magic once more. Glub attempted a kick, so she swept his legs, then cast a quick spell. When it was done, all 3 of them were glued to the ground, rendering them immobile. The whole fight lasted less than 10 seconds. “I promise I’m not going to hurt you, so just hang out here, okay?”

“Run! She’s coming!” Glur shouted. Justine saw a woman carrying a bundle of blankets sprinting away from her.

“I’m not lying. I have no intention of arresting anyone!” More people appeared, fleeing recklessly. Justine facepalmed when she realised how her words could be interpreted. “Oh Circe, you blessed me with speech but not eloquence.”

Having made a bad situation worse, Justine decided to move forward. As she left, the orcs continued to struggle, desperately trying to free themselves from her spell so they could save their families from her. Justine’s heart ached, knowing that her actions had only cemented their view of her.


Chapter 39: Self-Immolation

“To master fire, you need to first master yourself,” Bridget said. Azula was in her garden, her legs folded into the lotus position. Her eyes were closed; Bridget had told her this would help her harmonise with the mana of Gai better. So far, all it did was make her legs ache. Azula was horrified to discover that the old lady was more flexible than her — she had been in the lotus position for hours without having to adjust once.

“I think I understand, you're saying that I need to become more confident and sure of myself, or I’ll never grow stronger,” Azula said.

“Huh? That’s not wrong, but it’s not what I’m talking about either. What I meant is that it is vital for you to know the exact location of every part of your body at any given moment, and that you are able to direct your mana to and away from your body.”

“Um…”

“Set me on fire.”

Azula breathed a flame at Bridget. It enshrouded her. If she were a normal woman, she would be screaming in agony. Bridget stayed perfectly calm, not even cracking her eyes open. “I’m impressed you didn’t question that order. Good, no one likes a mule.”

Azula nodded. She was getting used to the strange things Bridget said.

“Can you feel it? It’s not a barrier, it’s mana control. Your fire is trying to burn me, but I’m redirecting it, making it flow the way I want it to,” Bridget said. Azula tried, part of her mind still focused on maintaining the fire she had created. Bridget was right. Even when she actively pushed the fire towards her, her mana was pushed back, keeping Bridget at a comfortable temperature. “Your turn.” Azula flinched, expecting Bridget to set her on fire. “Do it to yourself. I may be a strict teacher, but I’ve never ignited any of my students. Oh, wait… never mind.”

“Are you talking about Lilith?” Bridget chuckled darkly. Why did I ask?

“Don’t go off-topic. Do it now.” Azula focused, summoning a flame in each of her hands. “Keep going, cover your whole body.” She let her fire crawl up her arms. This wasn’t hard. Fire wanted to grow. Its nature was to consume, and it was never satisfied. Her skin felt warm, but she kept it steady, not letting it get beyond that point. “Further. Let it take your whole body.”

Azula let the power flow. It felt like when she fought Gretel; the heat ramping up by the second. She tried to stay focused. Her mind drifted to when she set herself on fire, giving herself her scar. She had been so desperate to put it out, but it was so hot she couldn’t control it no matter how hard she tried. The fire took control.

Bridget stamped her foot, and the heat disappeared. She was standing before Azula, filling her field of vision. “What happened?” Bridget asked.

“I… got distracted.”

“What by?”

“I was thinking about another time when I failed to control my fire.”

“Negative visualisation. It’s a common issue,” Bridget said. The way she said it, Azula got the feeling she was judging her rather than comforting her. “Do it again. This time, focus on something else.”

“Like what?”

“It doesn’t matter what. Anything that makes you feel powerful and in control will work. Frankly, the feeling of controlling fire should be sufficient, but evidently for you this is not the case.” Bridget sat back down. “Try picturing yourself lambasting an old lady; that made you feel tough before.”

Azula rolled her eyes. Bridget was many things, but forgiving was not one of them. Regardless, Azula tried to follow her teacher's advice. She thought about winning fights. It didn’t work. Killing monsters. No. Fighting Gretel. Made it worse. She even tried thinking about her argument with Bridget, but had no success.

The problem was trying to focus on her mana, the ambient mana, and thinking positively all at once was too much. Every time she thought she was doing something right, she’d mess up something else. At first, Bridget extinguished the fires for her. But after a time she announced that she was holding her back, so she went inside, leaving Azula to continue her training alone.

Hours passed, and Azula was convinced that, despite her best efforts, she wasn’t making any progress at all. Then Iris arrived. “Greetings,” she purred, wandering into the garden. “Enjoying yourself?”

“Not even a little,” Azula answered honestly. Iris snorted.

“Yes, I can imagine being set on fire repeatedly wouldn’t be the most fun thing.”

“Honestly, the heat isn’t so bad. I tend to only get minor burns, although this outfit’s ruined.” Azula held out her blackened shirt — Bridget forbade her from wearing her flameproof armour during training. She insisted that Azula needed to be able to use all her techniques in streetwear. Azula explained what she had done in training and the issue she was having to Iris.

“Intriguing.” Iris pursed her lips thoughtfully. “That’s actually similar to something I’ve been trying.” Iris cast a spell, inky darkness forming over her skin until she was covered in a thin sheen of shadow. “My book referenced using the Stygian's magic in this way. I’ve been able to replicate the technique described. Alas, I have been unable to train with it. Perhaps you could help me.”

“You're asking me to set you on fire?”

“If my spell works, I won’t ignite.” Iris bit her lip. “And to be burnt by you sounds rather thrilling.”

“Um…” Azula shook her head, shocked at her girlfriend's brazen flirting. “Alright, but let’s start slow. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Iris rolled her eyes. “You could never hurt me, my beloved.”

That’s not true, Azula thought. Azula repeated her spell, this time targeting Iris. “Do you feel anything?”

“Nothing.” Iris was inside the flame, but nothing was happening. “More.”

Azula increased the power. She was focusing on keeping the heat away from Iris, but knowing she had a defence of her own was reassuring. “Are you feeling it now, Iris?”

“More.” Azula kept upping the heat. She managed to reach a level she hadn’t attempted with herself, fearing she would set her hair on fire. Yet every time, Iris said the same thing. “More.”

“Your armour is amazing. I’m at full power and you're still not feeling anything,” Azula said, awed.

“Release the flames.” The flames dropped, letting her see Iris clearly. She looked perfectly calm, not a bead of sweat on her whole body. Or any shadow. “I dropped my defences shortly after we began.” Iris swaggered towards her, pecking Azula on the cheek. “I knew you wouldn’t hurt me.”

“How?”

“You didn’t need to learn anything; you just had to believe you could do it.” Iris smirked at her stunned expression. “I’ll leave you to your self-discovery. I get the feeling you’ll make much faster progress now.”

Azula watched Iris saunter away, a noticeable swing in her step.

Azula let her flames form, offering no resistance as they engulfed her. She pumped mana into them, rapidly hitting her maximum power. Yet throughout it all, she maintained perfect control. The only sign she was on fire was the slight obstruction to her vision. Iris had stopped at the doorway, looking back at her proudly. “I did it,” Azula announced.

“I knew you would.” Azula would always remember the way Iris looked at her. “You’re extraordinary.”


Chapter 40: Visitor

There was a knock at the door. Anywhere else, this would be unremarkable. But Bridget’s bolthole was specifically chosen to look as abandoned as possible. The outer windows were boarded up, the door’s paint was chipped, and the walls themselves showed signs of age-related damage. An outside observer would think that the only possible occupants were homeless people with no other choice — an idea supported by the large homeless population in the Knight’s District.

“Ignore it,” Bridget said. “I have set up a perimeter; if they try to break in, they’ll set off an alarm. That scares away most of them.”

They knocked again.

“It might not be a homeless person,” Remus said.

“All the more reason to ignore it. A hobo is the best case; if it’s an inquisitor then we’re in real trouble.” More knocking.

“They sure are persistent.”

“Mould is too, but that doesn’t mean I’ll invite it in.” Remus looked around the living room. There was mould on some of the soggy newspaper, as well as on about half of the ceiling. “It’s a figure of speech. Don’t get cute.”

“I need to speak with Remus of the Black Knights,” a feminine voice shouted, her voice muffled by the walls.

“She’s looking for me,” Remus said.

“Which makes it all the more likely she’s an inquisitor.”

She had a point. “Remus, I know you're in there. Please come out. I’ve come here to parlay. You have my word that I will not break the rules.”

“Rules?”

“The rules of parlay, it means that she can’t attack you or deliberately arrange for others to attack you,” Bridget said. “Don’t let her in. She’ll give up.” Remus stood up. Bridget scowled. “No one in this damn house listens to me.”

“She offered us parlay,” Remus said, deciding to trust her despite not knowing who she was. “And besides, we need information. Whoever this is, they could be an ally.”

“I’ll get the others.” Bridget held out her hand. Remus helped her get up, her bones creaking from the effort. “If we’re going to get ambushed, we at least want to all be together.”

She’s so dramatic. Remus shook his head with a smile, opening the door. He found himself faced with a dark elf dressed like a noble. She was wearing a floral perfume with an undertone of saffron, but the scent of metal on her was hard to hide. She had worn armour recently. Remus felt she looked familiar, but he couldn’t place where he had seen her before. “Hello… who are you?”

“Greetings, I am Justine of the Enchant Family.” She offered him her hand, which Remus took by the wrist — the proper dark elf greeting. “May I come in?”

“What’s this about?” Remus had decided to give her the benefit of the doubt, but that didn’t mean giving her free rein.

“A fair question. I have concerns about the current direction the inquisitors are heading in, and I wish to discuss potential remedies with you.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Remus knew all the words she had used, but she spoke very quickly and with an accent that made her hard to understand.

“Sorry. I forgot you're a foreigner. I’m worried there’s a plot, and I think you might be able to help me,” Justine said much more clearly. “May I come in and speak with your retainers?”

“Um, sure?” Remus led her into the house, sniffing the air before he closed the door. She was alone.

They went back to the living room. Bridget had gathered Iris and Azula; the 3 of them had crammed onto Bridget’s sofa. “What’s she doing here?” Iris asked immediately.

“Ah, you remember me; that saves me the trouble of any awkward introductions,” Justine said. She extended her hand for a shake. “It’s good to see you again.”

Iris ignored her. “Remus, why would you let an inquisitor inside?”

“Huh?” Remus looked at her again. Her makeup had confused him, and she had covered her scent, but she was one of the inquisitors who had interviewed them. “Oh, you smelt different before.”

“... okay.” Justine looked at him oddly. “Well, I can see that you all know who I am and it seems that I am not exactly the belle of the ball. I can understand that, given the current circumstances, you have every right to be suspicious of me, but I assure you that I come with an earnest desire to work together. As proof of that, I am unarmed.”

“She’s a mage; she uses Sticky Magic: it’s less stupid than it sounds. One touch, and she can glue you to whatever you're touching,” Bridget said, never taking her eyes off Justine for a second. “She also has ki, although she can’t use any techniques she’s still stronger than everyone here bar Remus.”

“That is true,” Justine said. “But I would venture that if you were to work together, I would be unable to defend myself. Let's not let it come to that, though, please.”

“What do you want?” Iris demanded.

“Right, sorry, I’m a little nervous. I’m not used to subterfuge...” Iris glared at her. “I meant subterfuge against Tibalt. He’s my boss, but I think he’s trying to start a war with Twilsis.”

“Yes, we know that,” Iris said.

Do we? Remus thought.

“Tell us something we don’t know,” Iris demanded.

“Gota fat is a good remedy for the common cold,” Justine said spitfire fast. “That was a joke. It’s funny because… ahem, never mind. I assume that you already know that Lady Violeta was not an actual traitor?” That they did know. No one reacted. “Yes, well, um, in that case, I think it’s noteworthy that um… can I get a glass of water?”

“No.”

“That’s fair.” Remus felt bad. Justine looked like she was about to collapse. He crossed the room so she could see him, smiling supportively. “The truth is, I’m not sure what Tibalt has planned. But I know it won’t be good. He’s been escalating things steadily, and his goal is obviously to trigger a war. That being the case, I was hoping to help you stop him.”

Iris steepled her fingers, feigning deep thought. “Could you wait outside for a moment? We need to discuss some things.”

“As you wish.” Justine left. Iris closed the door in her face, leaving her in the dusty hallway.

“Is she wearing any magic items?” Iris asked Bridget.

“If she is, they’re too small for me to detect,” Bridget answered. “And if they are, then frankly I think she deserves to capture us.”

“Very droll.” Iris looked back at the door. “Do we trust her?”

“No,” Azula said. “But we don’t have many options. We need help if we’re going to stand a chance.”

“She’s literally the enemy's number 2,” Bridget said. “You can’t work with someone like that.”

An awkward atmosphere filled the room. “We’ve really not told you much about ourselves, have we?” Iris asked, smirking. “Honestly, I believe her. When we met before, she seemed reasonable.”

Bridget sucked on her teeth. “She has a good reputation for actually enforcing the law rather than following her own petty grudges,” Bridget admitted.

“Remus?”

“You know me. Everyone deserves a second chance,” Remus said. In this case, he wasn’t sure if it applied. “I’m not actually sure she’s done anything wrong either.”

“Then it’s unanimous. We’ll hear what she has to say.”


Chapter 41: Plotting

Remus opened the door, beckoning Justine to come inside. They had put a chair next to the sofa so that they could all face her. It was like an interrogation room, except that it was filled with piles of trash for some reason. “Sit,” Iris said, gesturing to a low stool. Taking her place, Justine waited to hear what they had to say. “First question: How did you find us?”

“We have some of Remus’ blood. Our mages keep samples like that to track criminals, but I-ahem- saved it so I could find you instead.”

“You saved us, thanks,” Remus said. Justine smiled, but stopped when she noticed only Remus looked grateful. The others were still suspicious. 

“Tell us what you know,” Iris demanded.

“The truth is, I am... uncertain what is going on. I spoke with Lady Violeta, and she believes that Tibalt intends to commit high treason. Which is to say, he intends to kill Queen Vael.”

Azula and Remus gasped. “If his goal is to spark a war, that would be the sensible next step,” Bridget said compassionlessly. “Queen Vael is famously pro-Twilsis; if she died and he managed to put the blame on Morshel, it could lead to a war.”

“Shouldn’t we report this to Queen Vael?” Remus asked.

Justine shook her head sadly. “I tried. But only the royal family can demand an audience with her, and if I start screaming about a coup, then everyone will think I’m crazy.” This was the way of Necrum; the queen gave orders, but she rarely met with those of lower rank. When she did, they were expected to listen, not speak.

“How could Tibalt hope to succeed in killing the queen?” Iris asked. “The inquisitors may be loyal to him, but would they be willing to attack their sovereign at his command? Not to mention, she is never alone. She is always surrounded by nobles and their housecarls.”

“The crystallised mana Tibalt seized from Lady Violeta is sufficient to destroy an entire city block; if he were to use it strategically, he could kill her without ever drawing his sword,” Justine said. “He’s already begun moving it.” This was common knowledge: moving that much of anything valuable required a lot of security.

“That must be why he went after Violeta; she had what he needed,” Remus said. Iris shot him a warning look that Justine pretended not to see.

“That might be true. Frankly, this all sounds like speculation. Do you have any concrete evidence this is what’s going on?” Iris asked.

Justine squirmed in her seat. “I was hoping that you would.” Iris rolled her eyes. Justine was reminded of when she was a child being scolded by her governess. “But… I think I have a plan for how we could get some evidence.”

“Go on.”

“Tibalt has recently been having lots of meetings in his office. Off the books meetings. I think this is where he’s doing the planning for whatever he is up to. If we could plant a bug in his office, then we could listen in.”

“A bug?” Remus asked. Justine noticed he was the only one not following.

“She wants us to leave behind a Sound Message Stone in his office and listen to it for a few days,” Bridget said. “It’s a new way of spying.”

“Won’t he find it?” Remus asked.

“His office is filled with magic items. He has a whole desk full of Message Stones he uses to send orders,” Justine said. “If we hide it well, he won’t notice.”

“You’d have to plant it,” Iris said. She didn’t trust Justine. Justine understood why. She was a stranger, and she worked for her enemy. It was only natural to treat her with a degree of suspicion.

“I… I can do that.” Justine hated the idea of being so duplicitous, but it was too late to back out. She pulled a Message Stone out of her pocket. It had a blue shield on it, the mark of the Inquisitors. “We use specially designed ones that are impossible to hack. We’ll need to disguise another one to look like this then I can swap it out.”

“Give it to me,” Bridget said, holding her hand out expectantly. Justine handed it over. Bridget cast a spell; the stone ignited for a second. “Okay, I’ve made it into a 3-way connection with one of mine.”

“Eh?” Bridget returned the stone. Justine looked at it, seeing no sign that it had been tampered with. She activated it with a pulse of magic, trying to feel if anything was amiss. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s possible. This is the latest design; whatever you did must have failed, or I’d sense it.”

Bridget rose from her seat, disappearing into a pile of rubbish. “Say something into the stone,” she shouted from around the corner.

“Um, hello.” Justine heard her voice across the room. Bridget reappeared, holding what looked like a mundane rock. “I don’t understand. How could you do that?”

Bridget smirked, throwing the rock to Azula carelessly. “I invented these things. No one knows them better than me.”

“You’re… Bridget of the Undying Flame?” Justine knew all the legends. Everyone did. She had heard that Bridget lived in the city, but assumed she had died long ago. Every now and again one of her friends would claim to have met her, but then when they tried to prove it, all they’d find was an empty house. Besides, she was well over 400 years old. Justine thought she had died of old age.

“That’s right, buttercup.” Bridget sat down with a groan. “And before you ask, no, I won’t train you. One pain in the ass is plenty, thank you very much.”


Chapter 42: The Other Plan

“Do you think we should move again?” Iris asked as soon as Justine was far enough away that she couldn’t sense her.

“It won’t do you any good. If she’s telling the truth about tracking the big guy, she’ll be able to do it for days,” Bridget said. “If you wanted to hide again, you should have forced her to hand over the sample.”

“Maybe we still could,” Iris thought aloud.

“No, we’re working together. It’ll be harder if we keep treating her like an enemy,” Remus said. Iris rolled her eyes at his relentless optimism, but let it pass. If she was going to betray them, she would have other ways to do it. “At least we know what we’re doing now.”

“We’re not just going to sit around eavesdropping,” Iris said. Remus looked confused.

“But we told Justine we would.”

“And we will, because it could reveal useful information. But that’s not all we’re going to do.” Iris looked at Bridget. “Can you make fake crystallised mana?”

“That’s impossible. Any mage would be able to sense the lack of mana inside it,” Bridget said, shaking her head. “But we could ruin it.”

“How?”

Bridget grinned at Azula. “Crystallised mana is basically ambient mana. It’s denser and solid, but ultimately it’s the same thing. So, like ambient mana, if one were to alter its makeup, it could be made no more dangerous than glass.” Bridget wandered into her piles of junk again, returning with a small crystal in her hand. “There we are, exactly where I left it. Try this on for size.”

Iris caught the crystal that was thrown at her. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Crystallised mana reacts to the magic of the mage who casts with it. If I use it, it’ll create fire. Azula would have the same effect, and the big guy could do anything since he’s never manifested. But if you were to try…” Iris got the message. She flowed her mana into the crystal. A black fog formed inside it, swirling around until the crystal burst, fracturing into a black dust that soon faded. “Perfect. That’s bad stuff, old and cheap, so it was safe. But it proves my point: your magic is what we call anti-mana. It’s very rare because it destroys regular mana. If you flood crystallised mana with it, the result is a big old nothing burger.”

“Uncanny.” Iris waved away the black residue. “But there’s a problem. Lady Violeta had enough mana stored up to destroy a tower. There’s no way I’ll be able to produce even half as much mana as we need to counter that.”

“O ye of little faith.” Bridget wagged her finger at them. “The solution and the problem are one and the same.”

Iris blinked, baffled. How could the solution and the problem be the same thing? The crystallised mana was a weapon of oppressive power which a mage could use to amplify their magic to a horrifying extent. Iris mana was a natural counter, but the sheer quantity was insurmountable. “I use the mana to destroy the mana.”

Bridget winked at her. “See. It’s simple.”

“It’s simple, but not easy. Trying to control that much mana is dangerous,” Remus said, crossing his arms. “The only way we can even try is using a ritual.”

“Oooh, someone’s read a book,” Bridget mocked. Iris glared at her, but she pushed on. “You seem to be forgetting who I am. I’m a Legendary Heroine, that means I can do legendary stuff.”

“So you’ll help us cast the ritual?” Azula asked hopefully. Seeing the smile on Bridget’s face, Iris already knew what she would say.

“Nope.” She laughed at Azula’s downtrodden expression. “I said before, this is your fight. I’m not a heroine any more. I’m the wise but still gorgeous mentor. I’ll help you create the ritual — but it’s on you to actually cast it. If you screw up…” Bridget put her hands together, then separated them, making a booming sound. She cackled hysterically at their miserable expressions.


Chapter 43: Preparations

In the days following Justine’s visit, everyone was busy. Azula doubled down on her training, intent on reaching what she described as a usable level of mastery over Bridget’s techniques. Remus had seen her sit in the middle of a fire for a solid hour, yet when she was done she showed no signs of being burnt.

Iris had started joining them during their training. She was still learning to understand exactly what her powers were, and unfortunately Bridget was less helpful in that regard. While she was incredibly knowledgeable about all things magic, she only knew the basics of how to use a Stygian. Ultimately, her book had better instructions than Bridget could provide. Instead, Bridget had focused her efforts on ensuring that Iris could learn what she dubbed the Ouroboros ritual.

Remus wished he had paid more attention when Lorcan had tried to teach him about rituals. He had thought that, since he lacked the ability to manifest, using a ritual would be impossible for him. The ritual was designed to empower Iris just enough that she could inundate the rest of the crystallised mana with her anti-mana without causing a runaway reaction, resulting in her having to release a massive influx of power, causing potential collateral damage. The problem was that they only had a rough estimate of how much mana would be involved. This meant that Bridget had to design the ritual in such a way that Iris could increase or decrease the amount of mana on the fly.

Iris’ training had mostly taken the form of studying various runes — Bridget insisted that she use Ancient Hydrese as it was the best script in her opinion. Since Iris didn’t speak Ancient Hydrese, this was proving to be an uphill battle. Remus had no idea how Bridget expected Iris to learn a whole new language, especially one that shared nothing in common with any language Iris spoke, in a few days. Bridget dismissed this concern, stating that if she were going to have a student, she would teach them the proper way. She refused to teach a substandard method of magic, come hell or high water.

This left Remus as the only one without anything specific to do. He had no interest in training under Bridget; he was a rubbish mage and nothing would change that. He took longer shifts listening to the bug that Justine planted, but he could only do that for so long before he was climbing up the walls. Everyone took a shift, except Bridget, who adamantly claimed it wasn’t her problem. When Remus wasn’t listening to the bug, he trained with Iris.

Remus disliked training with Iris. It felt odd fighting his girlfriend, even if it was a spar. Kink stuff felt different, as she was literally asking for it. When they were sparring, it felt like a real fight. But Iris convinced him that it was vital she get some practice against a melee-focused opponent. Remus hated the idea of fighting her, but he was even less fond of the idea of her being unable to protect herself because he didn’t help her.

“Are you ready?” Remus asked. He had asked twice already, but he wanted to be sure. Iris was not amused.

“Goddesses above, come at me. I’m not starting until you move.” The scenario was Bridget’s suggestion. Remus was all the way across her garden in his human form, shirtless — she insisted this was important, but he didn’t know why. He would try to race to Iris and touch her, while she would shoot him with her darkness balls. He ‘won’ if he touched her before she managed to hit him. The training would be better if she used her arrows, but a poorly aimed arrow could kill Remus, so she had to settle for regular target practice.

Remus ran towards her. He zig-zagged, making her first few balls miss by a wide margin. Iris struggled to create more than 2 at a time. Her attack pattern was predictable, too. He had only done this scenario thrice, but already he knew exactly what she was going to do. His movements were pure instinct; Lorcan’s lessons in evasion had long since become routine.

Remus had covered half the distance. The challenge was that the closer he got, the less distance the balls had to travel, so the faster Iris could attack him. Iris created a ball, kicking it at him. It rocketed forward, shocking Remus. He leapt to the wall, using it as a springboard to cross the garden, then repeated the technique with the opposite wall.

They didn’t pop.

Black balls were littered across the garden, sitting like rocks in Remus’ wake. Iris smirked, raising her arms with finality. Dozens of balls soared into the air, rushing towards her. Their movements were predictable, but there were so many of them he was trapped. A wall of umbra rushed towards him. He dashed towards her, but he knew he wouldn’t make it.

He felt mana pouring out of him, then he was covered in balls. He groaned; he was within touching distance of her. “You win,” Remus said.

Iris smirked. “It’s about time.”

“Hey, don’t go being nice, wolfy,” Bridget said, sticking her head out of the window. “I saw that, you broke her balls with your aura before they hit you.”

“So what?”

“So, the battle's not done until she hits you. If her spell can be compromised by your pathetic aura, it’s too weak.”

“Was she waiting up there to shout at us?” Remus looked at Iris, expecting her to be amused. Instead, she looked melancholy. “What’s the matter?”

“She’s right. I lost.” Iris sat down, summoning a ball of darkness and morphing it into an arrow. “I’m manifesting faster, but I’m still so weak.”

“You're not weak, Iris. Considering you’ve only been a mage for 3 months, you're actually insanely strong. I’ve studied for years and am still stuck at aura.” If this made Iris feel better, her expression did not show it.

“Perhaps it is merely my role. I was born to be the damsel in distress.” Her tone was jokey, but Remus knew her well enough to tell she was depressed.

“You're not a damsel in distress.”

“During the raid, I was useless. The attack on Bridget, I hardly contributed. And against… it’s always the same.” Remus knew she was avoiding mentioning Caius so she wouldn’t upset him. He wanted to help her, but he didn’t know how. Bridget was a far superior magic teacher, and in terms of advice for how she was feeling, he couldn’t think of anything.

“Let’s go inside. We’ve been working too hard lately. Lorcan always said a pup that doesn’t play will go mad.” Remus took her hand, leading her into the house.

“Yes, you're right. I could use a break. Although…” Bridget’s bolthole was not a comfortable place. The towers of rubbish smelt vile, and there was no space to spread out. “I do wish we could go anywhere else.”

“If you could go anywhere, where would you want to be right now?”

“I always wanted to see Unmas’ corpse. The idea of seeing the Necropolis of the Dragon fascinates me. I've heard so many bizarre, eldritch things about what happens there. The idea that a place could be so fundamentally bound to death, so grotesquely evil to its very core, like a stain on Gaia… it... it’s ineffable.” Remus stared at her. Her eyes were filled with genuine wonder and excitement.

To him, Unmas’ corpse was the most ghastly thing imaginable; it was the corpse of Gai’s first monster that had slain the goddesses’ avatars. It was quite literally the most evil thing in existence. Yet, seeing the way she talked about it made Remus want to see it too. He felt some of her passion, her fascination for the macabre, even if only for a moment.

“That’s a really good answer,” Remus said, looking down with a smile. He collapsed onto the sofa.

Iris sat in the seat next to him, raising a knee to her chest. “What about you, Muscles?”

“I don’t know.”

“You can do better than that. There must be something you're interested in seeing,” Iris pressed.

“I’ve been to a lot of places, but most didn’t do much for me. I guess… my home village.”

“Where is that?” Remus didn’t tend to talk about where he grew up much.

“Somewhere in Nexus… I think. I left when I was very young, after I turned.” Remus pursed his lips. “It’s a dumb idea. They wouldn’t be happy to see me.”

Iris moved across the sofa, leaning against him. “Their loss.” Remus didn’t say anything, his mind drifting to what had happened. He had accepted he would always be a werewolf, but he still wondered what it would have been like if he never got infected.

“I still don’t know why he infected me. Maybe it was an accident…” Iris wrapped an arm around him silently.

“Even if the whole world turns against you, you can be sure that I never will, my love,” she whispered. She kissed his cheek, her scent flooding his senses. Remus smiled to himself.

If I never changed, I never would have met Iris. Considering the circumstances, it was an odd thought, but Remus was happy. His life with Azula and Iris had been magical, even if he was getting into fights more often than he’d like. That was something to be grateful for. “I got you something,” Remus said, suddenly remembering. He had meant to give it to her earlier, but got dragged into training instead.

Iris raised a brow at him. “How? We’ve not left the house.”

“Technically, I’m borrowing it from Bridget.” Remus grinned exaggeratedly at her, making her giggle. “I’ll pay her back later. Look.”

He handed her the gift, which he had wrapped in newspaper (Azula had confirmed it was trash paper, not one worth preserving). “It’s a book.” She observed the paper. “What is it?”

“You’ll have to open it to find out.”

“How mysterious.” She tore the paper off it, tossing it aside. “Ghastabre: Necrum’s Most Haunted City,” she read. “I’ve never heard of this place before?”

“Really? It was where I guessed you wanted to go.”

“Is that so?” Iris read the blurb. “It sounds sublime, but what made you think it would appeal to me so much?”

“The book can probably explain better than me. But basically, an orcish shaman tribe that lived there could control spirits. The shaman’s tribe was wiped out, so now the spirits can’t be controlled by anyone and roam the city. I thought that sounded like your sort of thing.” Her face became unreadable. Remus was unsure if he had insulted her or not. It was a very strange gift to give to one's girlfriend. This is the first gift I’ve ever given her. What was I thinking? I should have got roses or something. Wait, are elves allergic to roses, or is that a myth?

Iris tackled him, hugging him so tight it almost hurt. “This is the most thoughtful gift anyone's ever given me.”

“You really like it?” Remus felt a flood of relief.

“Yes.” Iris pulled him down, kissing him on the lips. She ran her hands through his hair as they made out, her legs shaking. “I love it almost as much as I love you.”


Chapter 44: A Haircut

Azula plodded into the house. With so little time to train, she had to work hard, which meant pushing herself to the limit every single day. She was getting results, but being exhausted every night was not pleasant. She collapsed onto the bed, falling back with her hair all around her. Remus had managed to clear the spare bedroom of rubbish, revealing a functional double bed and even a mirror. There wasn’t much space, but no one wanted to sleep apart, so all 3 of them crammed into the double bed every night.

“Azula, your hair is…” Azula turned to Remus, unable to keep the fatigue off her face. He was standing in the doorway to the ensuite. “... Very nice.”

“I know it’s burnt. You don’t need to lie.” Azula lifted a singed lock of hair. “I lost control during training, and my hair went up. I put it out, but it’s ruined.”

“Sorry.” Remus scratched the back of his neck. “Do you want me to give you a haircut?” Azula tilted her head. “No, seriously, I give great haircuts. I used to cut Selene’s and Lorcan’s all the time.”

Azula looked at herself in a mirror. With so much of her hair burnt, she looked insane. “I definitely need one.”

“Great. I’ll go get some scissors. I think I saw some in the gardening equipment.”

That inspires confidence. Azula snorted, taking a seat in a comfy chair. She could sense Iris and Bridget upstairs. They were working on rituals again. Closing her eyes, Azula tried to visualise what was going on upstairs. Iris’ mana felt odd. It always did, maybe because she had anti-mana. Azula had never met anyone else with it before, so she didn’t know what it was meant to feel like. In a way, Bridget’s was even stranger. Azula knew she was obscenely powerful, even in her old age she could do things Azula could only dream of. Yet she felt no stronger than a non-mage. Her control over her mana was flawless.

“I’m back.” Remus was holding a pair of thankfully regular-sized scissors and a sheet. He wrapped the sheet around her, tucking it into her top. “Hmm, these burns are pretty uneven.”

“I know. Don’t worry, I’m not expecting any miracles. Just save what you can.” Remus’ fingers in her hair were so relaxing. Azula’s eyes slipped shut, her mind drifting away. I’m working too hard. Bridget told me not to overtrain.

“One crew cut coming right up.” Azula’s eyes burst open. “I’m kidding! Relax, I wouldn’t do that to you… though looking at your hair, you're pretty close in places. What do you want?”

“I don’t know. I’ve had the same haircut for so long…” Azula let herself relax again as Remus combed her hair. I didn’t even see a comb. She had picked her haircut when she was a teen and never really changed it. She was overdue for a new look. “You can pick. Do whatever you think will look best on me?”

“Is that really okay? I thought girls tended to care a lot about this sort of thing.”

“I’ve already set it on fire; it’s too late to be precious now.” Remus snorted. “Besides, I kind of like the idea of you choosing my haircut.” Azula blushed, keeping her eyes closed to try to control her embarrassment. She had been Remus’ girlfriend for 3 months. During that time, she had dropped more than a few hints about wanting to be a slave someday. Remus loved being dominant in the bedroom (or tent, or wherever else they happened to be), but he was less enthusiastic about being a full-time master.

“Okay… I think I’ve got an idea.” She heard the sound of snipping, her hair falling over her ears. “By the way, I’ve been meaning to say I’m really proud of you.”

“Huh?”

“You’ve been working so hard lately. It’s amazing.” Azula was definitely blushing now.

“Is that so?” Azula mentally cursed herself. Even after months, she was still as smooth as sandpaper.

“Yeah. I’ve been watching you.” Remus blew some hair off her ear. Azula shivered at the feeling. “You look really cool when you use your fire.”

“You watch me?”

“When you're training,” Remus said. “Is that weird?”

“No, I… it’s sweet.” Azula smiled to herself. “Wait, did you see me burn my hair?”

“Yes.” Azula hung her head, feeling fresh embarrassment. “Don’t move.” He grabbed her head, his massive hand holding her firmly in place. “This is delicate.”

The cold steel pressed against the side of her head as he cut. The conversation paused as Remus focused all his attention on her. Azula was so still she almost didn’t breathe. She let Remus have complete control.

“That’s it. You're doing great,” Remus breathed. He ran his hand across her head, testing the length of her hair. “Let me know if you get uncomfortable, and we can take a break.”

Is he saying this stuff on purpose? Azula tried to look up at her hair, curious what he was doing, but with no mirror in her eyeline, she had no way of knowing. She felt him brush her hair to the side, then saw him trim a little off the end. It was still fairly long on the left-hand side.

“Okay. What do you think?” Remus handed her a mirror. He’d given her a side shaved undercut, half of her head with little more than a crew cut, and the other half only slightly shorter than before she got burnt. “Your hair was uneven, but you said to save what I could, so…”

Azula felt around her ear, taking in her new appearance. She then stroked the long ginger locks on the other side.

“Is it bad?” Remus was nervous; she had been silent for too long.

“I love it.” Azula stood up, spinning around. “I look totally badass.”

Remus sighed with relief. “Heh, I thought you were angry with me.”

Azula put the mirror down. “No, I like it.” Azula lowered her head, looking up at him with a practiced, cute smile. “Do you like it, Sir?”

The look on Remus’ face was priceless. He swallowed, shifting awkwardly. “You look great. You always do.”

Azula wrapped her arms around his waist, grinning up at him. “Aw, such a charming boyfriend, and so helpful too.” Azula bit her lip, feeling his strong muscles under her arms. “I think you deserve a reward for helping me.”

“Like what?”

Azula licked her lips, the air pregnant with promise. “Anything you want.”


Chapter 45: Remus’ Reward

Azula lowered herself to her knees, making herself level with his bulge. It twitched in his trousers. “What do you want me to do?” Remus reached for his belt, but Azula stopped him. “Uh, uh, I want you to tell me what you want. And I'll do it.”

Remus wanted to dominate her. “Take out my cock.”

“Yes, sir.” She undid his belt, drawing out every motion. Remus could tell she was doing it on purpose from the way she smirked at him. She threw the belt away, then undid his zipper. His cock was tented in his boxers, practically begging for attention. She slipped a delicate hand down his waistband, grasping his shaft. Remus groaned at the feeling of her warm hand as she pulled it out. Then she paused, holding his cock and looking up at him. “What do you want me to do next?”

There was a challenge in her voice. She wanted him to take control as much as he wanted to be in control. “Lick my cock.” She never broke eye contact. Sticking her tongue out, she ran it up and down the shaft, her breath tickling the wet trail she left behind. “The tip.” She drew back, wrapping her lips around the tip in a perverse kiss. “Deeper.”

Azula’s smirk was breathtaking. Even better was the feeling of her lips dragging down his cock. She took him glacially, never stopping but never speeding up. Remus gasped when he felt her tongue lap at him. She hummed, the vibrations travelling through his cock. His cock hit her throat, then slid into it without resistance. She took the whole thing, her nose pressing against him. Her eyes begged for approval.

“Such a good cocksucker.” Remus stroked her hair. She cupped his balls, her eyes twinkling with mischief. Pulling back, she sucked so hard that her cheeks caved in, her lips clinging to him every inch of the way. Then she stabbed down, taking him in one motion. The sudden change of pace tore a gasp from Remus’ throat.

She went wild, bobbing up and down on his cock with skill born of practice. Every movement brought bliss. She sucked so hard it felt like something was coming out of him, and her eyes never left his. The meaning was clear: she was his to use however he wanted. She wouldn’t stop until he was satisfied.

Even better, he could smell her arousal. He knew she was enjoying this as much as he was. She loved sucking his cock. “Masturbate for me.” Remus said it without thinking. Azula laughed around his cock. She hiked up her skirt, showing her white silky thong. It had turned translucent from her arousal.

She touched herself gingerly through the silk, making a production of it. She wanted him to know that she wasn’t doing this selfishly. It was a show for him, first and foremost. Remus’ arousal skyrocketed as he watched, wanting to fuck her and continue the blowjob at the same time.

“Fuck it.” Remus grabbed her head. Holding her steady, he pumped his hips, literally fucking her face. Her moan of pleasure confirmed her enjoyment. “Pull the thong aside. I want to see it properly.” She swiped the fabric aside, exposing herself to him. The scent of her arousal flooded Remus' senses. “Good.”

She fingered her hole from behind, while she rubbed her clit with her other hand. Her juices leaked out, dripping onto the floor. The feeling was getting to be too much; Remus couldn’t hold back. He groaned as the latest wave hit.

“Where do you want it?” Azula sped up, sticking her tongue out to lick his balls. She wanted it in her mouth — Remus knew how much she loved the taste. With one final groan, Remus came, shooting ropes of thick jizz into her. She swallowed it, mewling with joy as the hot juices filled her up. When he was done, Remus pulled out, his cock slick with her spit. “Thank me.”

“Thank you for the treat, sir.” Azula kissed his tip. “It was delicious.” She was still touching herself. Remus could tell from her breathing and the sounds she was making that she was getting close.

“Don’t cum.” Azula pouted, but stopped. “I want to make you cum.”

“You can try.”

Remus growled, accepting the challenge. “So arrogant.”

Azula spread her legs, showing off how wet she was. “If I’m being a bad slut, you should punish me.”

Remus cupped her pussy, crouching, so they were face to face. “You couldn’t handle it.”

“Try me.” Remus picked her up with the hand between her legs. Azula yelped, her legs windmilling for stability. He held her steady with a hand on her back.

“It’s so cool that you can do that.” Azula gasped when he slipped 2 fingers inside her.

“So tiny and weak.” Azula dripped onto his fingers.

“I am.” Azula ground against his hand; she shut her eyes. “You're so strong and I’m so weak. Being weak feels so good.”

Remus pulled out, throwing her onto the bed. Azula giggled as she bounced about. “You need to be punished.”

“What are you going to do to me?” Azula bit her lip. “Are you going to use what’s in the top drawer?”

Remus looked inside, finding a long, thin stick. He turned back to Azula, who was lying on her back with her legs spread in an invitation. “You want me to use it on you?”

“I deserve it. I was so arrogant.” Azula ran her hand down her stomach, cupping her sex. “You need to teach me a lesson.”

Remus picked up the cane, waving it experimentally. He knew what she wanted. “Move your hand.”

“Yes, sir.” She put her hands over her head, holding onto the bars of the headboard. “I’m ready. Punish my cunt, make me regret being such a cocky bitch.” He started gently, tapping her pussy with the length of wood. Azula scoffed. “Is that all you’ve got? Come on, I’ve been a bad girl. Make me sorry.”

How could anyone refuse such an earnest request? Remus whipped her, the stick making a sound as it sliced through the air. Azula cried out when it hit her, thrusting upwards from the pain. “Ready to apologise?”

“Never.” Azula held her knees open. “Again.” He caned her, this time aiming straight for her slit. “Again.” He hit her again. And again. And again. Every time she cried out, and every time she demanded more. No, she begged for it. Her pussy went from wet to drenched, juices leaking out and soaking the sheets beneath her. Her whole body was coated with sweat, and her mound was covered in red lines, yet she kept begging for more. “Again!”

Remus relished the feeling. He felt so close to Azula in such a bizarre way; the act of hurting her made him feel strangely connected. The feeling of power was addictive, hurting someone knowing they’d keep crying out for more. Knowing that he was delivering her pain and pleasure, and all she could do was take it. His cock went turgid, vigour filling him up. He wanted her; he wanted her now.

“Again. Fuck me, this is driving me crazy.”

“No.” Remus grabbed her by the legs, pulling her to the edge of the bed. He lined his dick up with her slit, getting her juices on it, mixing them with her spit.

“Do it. Break me all over again. Your cock’s tamed me, so now I crave it every day. Please, I need it. I need the pure ecstasy of being fucked by you!” He slammed her down onto his cock, hearing her gasp of desire. “Yes.”

Azula was so warm and wonderfully wet around him. He fucked her furiously, stretching her around his cock. Her tits bounced about wildly, begging for attention. He still had the cane in his hand. The strange, arousing desire to mark her returned.

He hit her tits, marvelling at the way the wood sunk into her flesh. “Yes. Whip me more. I’m not done being punished. I need to be taught a lesson.” Azula grabbed his arm frantically, arching her back into him.

“Your cunt’s already been taught a lesson.” Remus rubbed her clit, feeling it clinging around him. She was close. After months together, Remus had learnt a lot about Azula’s body. He could tell when she was going to cum. “Cum for me.”

“Ah!” Azula’s grip on his arm tightened, her nails digging into his skin. She had orgasmed on cue, her body submitting to him. Remus kept fucking her as her pussy undulated around him, the sounds of her moans musical. “So good.” He felt a sudden urge to taste her, so shoved his tongue into her mouth. She responded with her usual enthusiasm, moaning as they made out.

“Delicious.”

“It’s too good.” Azula squeezed her own tits, her flesh bulging between her fingers. “But don’t forget my lesson. My cunt knows you own it, but my tits still need to be taught.”

“Such a good masochist.” Remus broke away, hitting her chest 3 times fast. Every time he hit her, her cunt squeezed down on him again. “You get tighter when I punish you.”

“Then do it more. Keep punishing me so your cock feels good. My body belongs to you, so use it however feels best for you, sir,” Azula begged. She grabbed the bedsheets, her knuckles turning white. Remus complied, whipping her again and again. As promised, her pussy kept clamping down on him. Even though she had just orgasmed, she got excited. In fact…

“Cum again.” She fell over the edge. He fucked her so hard the whole bed moved, the wood creaking underneath them. He threw away the cane, grabbing her tits. Guided by pure lust, he crushed them in his hands. The raw passion of her screech drove Remus wild. “Again! I’m cumming again!”

Her last orgasm had just ended, yet another followed. She squirted, her juices spraying against Remus’ chest as he pounded her. Feeling her back-to-back orgasms, Remus lost control and released inside of her.

“Yes. Cum inside me. I’m a cumdump. I’m your cumdump. I belong to you, and you can cum inside me whenever you want.” Azula was going wild. The pain and pleasure combination had overwhelmed her, making her cum repeatedly. Remus filled her up, then came some more, his jizz flowing out onto the bedsheets. When he was done, he pulled out, smirking at the by now familiar sight of her pussy gaping open. “Hehe, so wide.” She stuck her finger inside herself, getting some cum on it and sticking it in her mouth. “Yummy as always. It’s a shame to steal my cunt’s hard-earned cum, but I love the taste so much. I can’t help myself.”

Remus flopped down next to her, kissing his dirty girlfriend's cheek as she continued scooping up his cum to drink. “That was a nice reward.”

“It was.” Azula laughed, turning so he could spoon her. “But I’m not sure who it was a reward for: me or you?”

“Hmm.” Remus pressed his cock into her ass, letting it slide between her cheeks. “It can be both.”

“Well, if it’s my reward, I should remember my manners.” Azula shifted her butt slightly, rubbing his cock. “Thank you for fucking me, sir. I loved being used by you.”

Remus groaned, feeling his cock getting excited again at her words. “You're asking for it.”

“Asking for what?” Azula said, her voice far too innocent to be believable. “I’m just being a good slut, and thanking my well-endowed boyfriend for stretching out my holes.”

“One more time.” Remus pushed her, so she was face down, then speared into her from behind. He fucked her savagely, any pretence of gentleness forgotten. “Such a fucking whore. Always cock teasing me and begging to get fucked.”

“I am.” Azula thrust back into him, her loose hole clinging around him like a second skin. “I can’t help it. When I see your cock, it’s all I can think about.” Remus grabbed her hair, pulling her head back so he could kiss her. Their tongues bathed each other outside their mouths, spit dripping between them. “Spit in my mouth.”

Remus yanked her hair. She waited with her mouth open and her tongue stuck out. He spat straight into her mouth. “Such an unbelievable slut. You act so prim and proper in public, then as soon as we get behind closed doors you say something like that.”

“I’d be your whore in public too, if that’s what you wanted.” Azula gasped when he yanked her hair again.

“Don’t lie.”

“I’m not.” Azula looked him straight in the eye. Lust clouded her expression. “I love serving your cock. It doesn’t matter where or when you want me. Just say the word, or better yet, don’t. Just take me like the slut I am.”

Remus pushed her face into the bed, still gripping her hair. He kept pounding into her, hard and fast, his hips slapping against her ass cheeks repeatedly. He was too horny to talk. Too horny to think. All he could focus on was using the woman he was with, showing her his power. He lost track of time. Sometimes he would pull her hair back and kiss her. Other times he’d press her into the bed, slamming into her. All throughout he would fuck her. He didn’t count how many times she came. She kept moaning, her juices kept squirting out, but beyond that it was hard to say. Could’ve been 3 times, could have been 10.

All Remus knew was that they were feeling good. And then he came, filling her with his biggest load yet. This made her cum, as always. When he was done, he collapsed on top of her, his face next to hers in the pillow, his cock still inside her.

“You're so heavy,” Azula moaned, her voice hoarse.

“Should I move?”

“No.” Azula wiggled her butt. “I like having you inside me like this.”

They fell silent, content to enjoy being together without doing anything. For a long time neither of them moved. “You were great,” Remus muttered, stroking her hair. Azula purred with satisfaction.

“I meant what I said.”

“Hm?”

“Any time you want me, you can take me.” Azula closed her eyes with a content grin. “I want you to own my holes.”

“That does sound hot,” Remus agreed. Azula had been more than clear about what she wanted, namely to be in a 24/7 kink relationship. “I’ll think about it. For now, let's relax.” He kissed her on the cheek. Azula giggled.


Chapter 46: Tibalt’s Past

Tibalt was hidden away, waiting for the key moment to activate the ritual. The runes glowed a bright red, practically begging him to begin. Tibalt hated the waiting; it made him second-guess himself, wondering if he had somehow overlooked a key detail. All his life had been leading up to this day.

Tibalt believed in fate. Those born for greatness would rise to the top, while lesser men would fall and be forgotten. He could think of countless men who had fallen in his path to the top. Tibalt had grown up in Undercity orphanage, a vile place that’s only function was to keep the pickpockets in line. The woman in charge, Madam Gristle, was the worst example of an orc.

Madam Gristle never even feigned concern for them; they were a pay cheque to her. She taught them to steal, and if they proved talented, then she allowed them to stay with her-in exchange for giving her everything they took. If they were less talented, then they were on their own. Those who excelled were eventually inducted into the Thieves Guild. This was the path she tried to force onto Tibalt, but his fate was not so mundane.

The inquisitors were theoretically open to everyone, but in practice the nobility used it as a way to ensure their children had a position of power if they were not the heir. But the illusion of equality was vital. So they made it clear that anyone who showed aptitude could get in, regardless of their background. Tibalt did this by revealing Madam Gristle’s stash of stolen goods. The old bat had hidden it in a false wall, unaware that Tibalt had seen her do so one night. The pickpockets under her were arrested as collateral damage, and the Enchant family took control of the orphanage. Tibalt heard rumours they ran it in much the same way, but he never deigned to check — that part of his life was over.

Becoming an inquisitor wasn’t enough for him. He needed more to be satisfied. He needed everything. He knew that the best way to get ahead was to earn Queen Vael’s favour. In Necrum, everything starts and ends with the queen. Her guard was made up of 3 distinct parts: the inquisitors, who guarded the Celestall City itself, her inner circle of nobles, who lived in the lower levels of the Granspire and acted as a second line of defence and finally her personal defenders: the knights. Despite being made up primarily of mercenaries, the knights were known for their loyalty.

The captain, a man called Slup, had been famously stoic. He was a Manaborn, making him a rare example of a mage from Twilsis — orcs lack the finesse to use magic like the dark elves. He never expressed an opinion on anything, only ever serving at Her Majesty's pleasure. He had served as her bodyguard when she was a princess, then continued to serve when she ascended to the throne. Rumours abounded that this loyalty went further than was strictly proper, an idea which disgusted Tibalt. But it also presented an opportunity.

Tibalt was a member of the Inquisitors, but he was also a member of the Thieves Guild under a pseudonym. Using this position, he helped plant the seeds of doubt about Slup, convincing the nobles that he had intended to betray the queen. Even then, Queen Vael was famously obstinate. But even she had to buckle to pressure from her nobles eventually, and so she agreed to search his quarters. Exactly as Tibalt planned.

Tibalt had his contacts plant evidence of a coup planned by the orcish members of the knights. He then discovered it. The look of shock on Slup’s face when he revealed what he “found” had been priceless, equalled only by the look he gave Tibalt when he died. After that heads had to roll, including Slup’s and all his allies. The inquisitors were purged of anyone thought to be sympathetic to the knights, an opportunity Tibalt used to climb ever higher.

This was also the first time he met Queen Vael. All his life, he had known that they were joined by fate. Many claimed that the queen was impossible to read, but that’s the lesser view of a commoner. Tibalt could see what she felt and knew exactly what to say. He earned her favour, and his promotion was all but assured. With the queen's blessing, anything was possible. All that was 100 years ago. What followed was 100 years of backstabbing, schmoozing, and trickery to secure his position as the Arch Inquisitor.

Those not blessed by fate would have stopped there. He had become one of the most powerful figures in the country, answering only to Queen Vael herself. But Tibalt was no ordinary man. He refused to settle for second-best. There were still those who were above him; the members of the royal family looked down on him, and the queen controlled his life.

He was owed more.

Everyone knew the rumours. 121 years ago, Queen Vael had hidden herself away for half a year, skipping even her father’s birthday. When she reappeared, it was tacitly accepted that no one was to question it. The official story was that she came down with a sickness and was healed by the court physician. The details of what her sickness was and how she was healed were never discussed. The nobles stayed tight lips, but rumours abounded through the population of a secret lovechild. As it happened, Tibalt was left on the doorstep of the orphanage 120 years ago, a week before the then-princess reappeared.

Tibalt had no doubt that he was the secret love child. Queen Vael had got into trouble, probably with an out of favour noble or a knight who thought himself above his station, and Tibalt was the result. Since she couldn’t afford a scandal, she had sent her child away. But fate refused to let him die an orphan without status. His destiny was to take the throne. Everyone would know his name, and his dynasty would rule for generations unbroken.

That is why Tibalt came up with his plan. He would eliminate every potential rival, then seize the throne by force of arms. Once that was done, he would reveal his true parentage.

It was a shame to kill his cousins, but it was unavoidable. Queen Vael’s status as a virgin queen may mean there was no direct heir, but everyone knew who was next in line for the throne going forward several places. Usually, the heirs were scattered for security purposes. There was only 1 time when they all came together: the queen's birthday. The entire royal family, as well as all the high nobles, were expected to attend and show their fealty to the lady of the hour.

Irene had already planted the crystallised mana in the base of the Granspire. All that was left was to wait. To reach one's fate, one had to be willing to discard that which they no longer needed. Misty the Queen Slayer, it has a nice ring to it.


Chapter 47: Strike Force

They knew Tibalt’s plan; they had eavesdropped on his planning sessions with Irene. Cross-referencing what they heard with a set of blueprints for the Granspire that Bridget inexplicably had, they were able to figure out where the crystallised mana was.

The Granspire was a relatively unique building in the city because not only was it the tallest building; it was also the deepest. A series of tunnels had been dug underneath it for the monarch to flee the city if it was ever overrun by enemies. These tunnels were well over 500 years old, predating even Lilith’s War, but they were still maintained. If one wished, they could follow the tunnels out of the city, continuing underneath the river for miles until they reached Hallowed Woods to the west, where they opened up to a hidden cabin. This cabin was under constant heavy guard by a lesser noble that had served the royal family since its inception, their only purpose being to ensure that the cabin was never discovered.

The official location of the cabin was a state secret; even its existence was known only among the nobility. This meant none of them knew where it was, and trying to find a tiny cabin inside a massive forest would be grievously impractical, and they’d have to sneak out of the city to try. Even if they did somehow manage all of this, they’d then have to deal with the guards and whatever other defences they had before walking through several miles of tunnels to try to get in.

Tibalt bypassed this with an earth mage. The mage opened a hole in the sewer, leading straight down to the tunnels. Azula and Iris managed to find the opening. Luckily, they had left the gap open so they could retreat. This let them drop into the tunnel. The air smelt stale, but it was dry and tall enough that Azula could stand up straight.

“I wish Remus was here,” Azula muttered, struggling to see. Iris had night vision, so they agreed to only use a small fire to see by. “Do you think he’s doing okay?”

“If he failed, we’d know about it.” For the queen’s birthday, speeches were broadcast throughout the city. Even underground, they could hear what was being said clearly. “Misty is a menace, but Remus won’t fail. He’ll save the queen, and we’ll stop the explosion.”

“You're so confident.” Azula watched Iris walk fearlessly forward into the unknown. “It’s crazy to think only 3 months ago you’d never been in a fight.”

“I can assure you, I had been in fights before we met,” Iris said, smirking at her over her shoulder. “Though, admittedly, a brawl over cards isn’t quite the same as this.”

“Someone cheated?”

“Yes. Me.” Iris chuckled to herself. “What? Don’t judge me. I had stolen my father’s money, I had to make it back somehow.”

“Some things never change.” Azula drifted off. The conversation had helped distract them from what they were there to do, but they both knew it had to end. They were getting close to the end of the tunnel, and they couldn’t risk being overheard by Tibalt’s men. They had waited until this point to make a move because they didn’t want to risk tipping off Tibalt that someone was onto them. If they moved prematurely, he might’ve noticed the bug. It was vital that they only acted after Remus had already succeeded.

To this end, Bridget had given them an outmoded Message Stone. Unlike the modern equivalents, it could only send pulses, the stone vibrating when squeezed. But it was also much harder to intercept. Remus would squeeze it thrice if he succeeded, or twice if he failed. Either way, they wouldn’t act until Remus sent word, as they knew that the explosion was planned to take place after the queen died.

Approaching the end of the tunnel, they saw twinkling lights reflecting on the walls. Iris raised a finger to her lips, then raised 2 fingers — she could hear 2 voices.

This was another good sign. The explosion would kill whoever was nearby. If there were still people in the room, that meant that they wouldn’t be able to detonate the bomb. Azula snuffed her flame. She pulled out the Message Stone, ready to receive Remus' message.

Come on, Remus. You can do it.

“The queen’s been shot!”


Chapter 48: Misty the Queen Slayer

The queen’s birthday was the biggest event of the year. Everyone who was anyone was in attendance, and there was security everywhere. In the Granspire alone, there were enough inquisitors to fight a war, with even more in the blocks radiating out from it. Her day had begun with a series of parades. During these she was in a specially designed carriage, hiding her from sight and any danger. The carriage was enchanted to resist magic, and she only ever revealed a single hand to wave to the crowd. Mere peasants were not allowed to see the queen’s body.

Even so, the audience went wild. To the people of Necrum, the queen was a deific figure, second only to the goddesses. Getting a glimpse of her, even her hand through a crowd, was the thrill of the year. People packed the streets above and below her, desperate to see her go by. Naturally, attacking her during the parade was hopeless. Misty only had one chance, and Tibalt was adamant that she would succeed; she wouldn’t let her father down.

Once this is over, he’ll finally acknowledge me, Misty thought. She had no interest in being a princess. It would be nice to have the money, but she struggled to picture herself going to balls and charming other nations' royalty to secure alliances. Her life was going to change so much. But before that, she had to do one last dirty job.

The bow in Misty’s hand felt heavier than any weapon she had ever held before. Misty had never killed anyone. Her father had ensured she was trained to use a wide array of weapons, but all of her training had been against dummies. This time, she would be shooting a real person.

The Granspire was the tallest building in Corpus, and the queen delivered her speech from its peak. This left few possible vantage points where she could take her shot; in fact, it only left one: the top of the Deep Bank. Father really does plan for everything. With the bank under his control, he was able to give Misty unfettered access. The inquisitors below had no idea she was there, but Tibalt had arranged for her to slip right past them and would ensure she escaped the same way. Once the heat died down, he would retrieve her.

She was on the roof, hidden amongst some trees in the rooftop garden. The speeches were well underway. People often referred to this part as the Queen’s Speech, but that was a misnomer. The queen did not deliver a speech; rather, a series of her vassals would give speeches, which she would approve or dismiss at the end. Misty had never heard her dismiss the speeches before; everything everyone said was already approved and checked meticulously before they were allowed to speak. Currently, a noble was rambling on about the value of peace among the different nations. The one thing the queen did announce was who would be the Queen's Voice for the next year, replacing Duke Threshal. She never had the same voice 2 years in a row.

Not yet. Soon. She could see Queen Vael, tucked away behind a wall of guards. If she tried to attack, the shot would be impossible. Misty couldn’t risk taking action before the queen stepped up to the podium; when that happened she would be vulnerable for the duration of her "speech". Misty held the arrow string, fiddling to put the projectile in the proper place.

“Hello, Misty,” Remus said, climbing over the edge of the tower.

“Wha- are you stalking me? Because if you are, you should know I only date guys that have severe issues,” Misty said, her mind racing to understand how he had found her. “And don’t think that I’ll make an exception just because I get a little flustered when I see your abs. But feel free to show me them to try to convince me.”

“Misty, I’m here to stop you from doing something you will regret,” Remus said, not responding to her nonsense.

“Ooh, a knight in shining armour? Sorry, but that’s not my type at all.” Misty shook her head, her hair slapping her face. “Besides, who said I’d regret doing… whatever I’m doing. Maybe this is actually a great idea.”

“I know you're planning to kill the queen. You’ve got to know, you’ll never get away with it.”

“Nu-uh, I’m totally going to get away with it. Or I would if I was doing that, which I refuse to confirm or deny.”

“I’m trying to save you. Look-” Remus took a step forward. Misty pulled the string back a little to warn him.

“One more step, and I loose.”

“The queen’s not even out yet.” Remus stayed still; he wasn’t willing to call her bluff. Misty carefully put the string back, never taking her eyes off Remus. “Fine. I’ll stay here, but promise me you’ll talk to me.”

“You're not in a position to make demands, Mr Wanted Criminal. Sorry about that, by the way! When I’m a princess, I’ll totally um… pardon you? Is that the right word? It doesn’t sound right.”

“You can’t possibly believe that-”

“I do. I totally believe that pardon is the right word.” Misty stamped her foot, intentionally cutting him off. “Not everyone can be as wordy as you.”

“Misty, please stay focused. This is important; you're in danger.”

“Yeah, because there’s a giant werewolf that hates me standing next to me.”

“I don’t hate you.”

“How could you not? Don’t treat me like I’m stupid. I’m so sick of everyone treating me like I’m stupid!” Misty stomped her foot again. She was only trying to stall for time, yet her anger felt oddly real. Where did that come from?

“Misty-”

“Stop saying my name so much. I know it’s a negotiation thingy and I find it super annoying.”

Remus raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay. fine. You want me to cut the negotiation stuff, then I will. In that case, yes, I’m pissed off that you tricked me. I’m also angry at myself for trusting you. But that doesn’t mean I hate you.”

“You should.”

“Okay.” Remus shrugged. “I don’t.”

Misty couldn’t believe that she believed him. “Why not?”

“Because I think I understand why you're doing this. You're like me, Mi- you're like I used to be. You think you’re alone, and that the only person who can look after you is Tibalt. So, if you leave him, that means you’ll be alone and there’ll be no one to take care of you anymore.” Remus took a step forward. Misty pretended she didn’t notice. “You're wrong. That’s not how the world works. There’s never one person; there are tons of people. You’ve just got to go out and meet them, and be ready to open your heart to them when you do.”

“You're such a dork. Is this seriously your plan? You think if you can talk about peace and love enough, I’ll back down?”

“Yes.” Remus stepped forward, his expression perfectly earnest.

“Why?” Misty’s voice wobbled. “Why would you ever think such a stupid plan would work?”

“Because this is what I wish someone had said to me.” Remus was so close he could reach out and take the bow from her. “I wish someone had done this.” Remus pulled her into a hug, pressing her face against his muscular chest. “I promise, you're not alone.”

“You’re such a dork.” Misty thumped his chest.

“I know.” Misty shook in his arms.

“I...” Misty was paralysed. A thousand paths stretched out before her, and she understood none of them. The thought of making a mistake terrified her; she didn’t want to go against her dad. But she didn’t want to be a murderer either. She dropped the bow. “I give up.”

“This isn’t giving up. This is being strong. It might not feel like it, but it takes a lot more strength to refuse to do something you know is wrong.” Remus stroked her hair. It was patronising and annoying and also so reassuring. Misty felt herself crying. She buried her face in Remus' chest so he wouldn’t see. He kept stroking her hair.

“What do I do now?” Misty hated how small her voice sounded.

“Whatever you want. You’re your own person. No one else can tell you what to do.” It was a nice thought, but also a terrifying one. Tibalt always told her what to do; she never had to think for herself. The speeches were ending. The queen was going up to the platform. Misty ignored it. She had made her decision, and she was happy with it. For the first time in a long time, she was thinking for herself.

“The queen’s been shot!”


Chapter 49: Tibalt’s Backup Plan

Irene considered herself the perfect soldier. Her shades could only be created within 100 metres of her; any further and they’d cease to exist, wasting the mana involved in their creation. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t attack someone from further away. Lord Tibalt would never leave something so important in the hands of one as incompetent as Misty. She had already failed him once. All good strategies have multiple fallback plans.

Irene was at the headquarters she had previously investigated for robbery. That investigation was long since over, but they had held it up to ensure they’d have unfettered access to the room. Alongside her were half a dozen no-name inquisitors. Her shades could use a bow as well as any other soldier. Tibalt arranged for her to be leading the guards at the bank, ostensibly a lesser assignment but one that meant she was well positioned to pick up the slack if Misty failed. More like when Misty failed.

Irene knew she would mess up. That’s why she had a shade hidden in the trees, acting as her eyes and ears on the roof. Once it was clear Misty wouldn’t take the shot, she had her other shade do it. It loosed the arrow, then promptly disappeared. The only evidence it had ever existed was its bow, which she ensured fell over the edge of the building. If there were a real investigation, someone might somehow piece together the evidence, but there wouldn’t be one. Tibalt was already on his way, ready to make the arrest, and once the explosion went off, no one would care about such minor details. Already, the grunts around her were panicking. She had practiced to appear sufficiently distressed, without acting like a fool in front of her men. Soon she would be the Arch Inquisitor; it was vital they respected her moving forward.

“Ma’am, I don’t believe it,” an inquisitor ran in, visibly gasping for breath.

“Remember decorum,” Irene scolded, borrowing a phrase from the soon to be king. “Tell me what happened?”

“The queen was shot!”

“We heard the announcement,” Irene said, glaring at him for shouting in her face. She made a mental note to demote him later. She did not like loud men. “Have you received any orders from high command?”

“What?” The fool actually had the audacity to look confused.

“Danielson, in the event of an emergency, what is the standard operating procedure?" Irene picked Danielson because she was the only grunt whose name she could remember. Danielson pointed at herself, ruining the moment, but soon recovered.

“We are to maintain our positions and await orders, sir!”

Sir? I’m surrounded by idiots. Irene rolled her eyes, letting the minor mistake pass. For now. She turned back to the inquisitor who had run into the room. “Tell me, did you receive orders to come to me?”

“Um… no.”

“So, if someone asks me what was going through your tiny, dumbass mind… what should I tell them?”

The inquisitor looked about ready to burst into tears. “I…I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ll return to my post immediately."

“No, you won’t.” Irene pulled out her Message Stone. It was flashing, indicating an incoming message. “You're with me now. Try not to waste this chance to redeem yourself.” She pulsed her mana into the stone, activating it.

“We have reports that the arrow came from the bank. I repeat, we have reports that the arrow came from the bank. Lord Tibalt is on his way and is ordering that the top floors be locked down. No one gets in or out. I repeat, no one gets in or out.”

Irene looked at her troops blandly. They were all standing still, looking gormless. “What’s the matter with you? You heard the orders: begin the lockdown!”


Chapter 50: The Demolitions Expert

“I’m telling you to slow down, we won’t get paid if we’re dead,” Snivel shouted for the hundredth time. Flamenoir rolled his eyes. He had never worked with Snivel before, and he hoped he wouldn’t have to again.

Snivel was the earth mage whom Tibalt had sent to help him get beneath the Granspire. Now that he was done, Flamenoir had little use for him, but he was unwilling to risk letting the cowardly man go.

They were in a large cellar underneath the Granspire. He was amazed when he first saw it; what could they possibly need so much space for? And how could they leave it unoccupied? Now it was filled top to bottom with enough mana to blow the entire building to smithereens. As far as everyone else was concerned, they were using the basement of the Granspire as a secure facility. No one realised their plan.

“I am going slowly. If I go any slower, the reaction won’t get off the ground. Do you want to be the one to tell Tibalt that we screwed up?” Snivel shied back.

“Dickhead.” Snivel raised his forked nose into the air. “Did you hear that?”

“No.”

“No, seriously stop I think we’re being-” Snivel never finished his sentence because a jet-black arrow pierced his thigh, making him scream girlishly. “My leg, my beautiful leg.”

Flamenoir wasted no time pretending to care about his teammate. Another spell was already coming at him, forcing him to run away. “Watch where you're shooting, you crazy broad. You’ll kill us all if this thing goes off!”

The woman stepped into view. She ignored his warnings, shooting off another 3 arrows at him. Flamenoir managed to block 2, but one hit the mana. The mana turned black, then to dust. Fortunately, only a small portion was affected.

“Surrender, or I’ll be forced to hurt you.”

“I surrender. Please, I’ll do anything. Just let me live. You want me to betray Tibalt? It’s done, I hate the guy,” Snivel said, weeping openly as he gripped his leg. “Please, just don’t kill me.”

“Oh ho, someone’s confident.” Flamenoir dived at the crystal, activating his magic. Snivel was a worthless traitor, but Flamenoir knew the value of loyalty. If I’m going to die, then I at least want to know I died doing my part. He pumped his mana into the crystallised mana, intent on causing the spell to go haywire. He had already done the prep work, so if he did this, then everyone would die.

“Stop right there,” a redhead said. Flamenoir never saw her arrive. Her flames smashed into him, the concussive force knocking him off his feet. He didn’t even know fire could do that! His head smacked painfully against the ground.

“You crazy bastard, you’ve killed us all,” Snivel screamed, dragging himself out of the room, crying in terror. “I can’t die here. Mary, I’m coming!”

It was too late. The crystal was glowing with power, ready to blow. Flamenoir closed his eyes, feeling truly content. I did my part.


Chapter 51: Runaway Reaction

Iris ran to the giant crystal. It was glowing a dangerous orange, growing brighter by the second. Azula could feel the mana shifting, starting to leak out into the air. If they didn’t do something fast, then it would blow. Iris tried to force her mana into the crystal, but it was a drop of water in an ocean and the tide had turned against her.

“I can fix this, but I need to focus on the ritual,” Iris said, pulling the components out of her backpack. She started drawing a salt circle on top of a large mana crystal.

“It won’t last that long,” Azula said.

“You need to hold it back.” Iris cut her finger with a dagger, letting her blood fall onto the salt.

“I-” Azula was going to say she couldn’t do it. There’s no time for doubt. Azula breathed, feeling the flow of mana in the crystal. Fire mana was filling it, the crystal’s mana morphing to match it. Azula’s mana had a fire aspect as well; if she added it, she would only make the situation worse. I need to pull it back.

She rested her hands against the crystal; it was hot to the touch, but Azula was used to heat. She pushed her mana in, using as little as possible before ripping it back, taking a chunk of the crystal's mana with it. It worked. Barely. She created a cool area in the crystal, about a foot long, while the rest was still overflowing with fire mana. Azula couldn’t risk adding the mana to the air, so she took it inside herself.

Bridget warned her against this more than once. Ambient mana could be used by a mage to recharge, but doing so wasn’t as simple as it sounds. Without specific training, one would drag mana into their body that did not match their natural element, effectively poisoning them. A small amount was tolerable, but if a mage’s mana reserves were running low, they risked upsetting their system in a way far more damaging than normal mana exhaustion.

It’s not like I’ve got any choice. Azula tried to create a wall of cold inside the crystal, hoping to stop the spread of mana. The mana being in a crystallised form meant that it flowed very slowly within itself; if she could fully strip an area, then it would block the progress of Flamenoir’s spell. The feeling of so much foreign mana inside her made her stomach turn. It was like drinking a glass of seawater with extra salt. Her body screamed at her in protest, but she was making progress. The spell had stalled. “Are you close, Iris?”

“I won’t let you ruin Lord Tibalt’s-” The fire mage tried to lunge at them, but was pinned to the ground by a stone pillar. “You fool, why are you attacking me?”

“The way I see it, they’re the ones saving my life while you're the crazy bastard trying to blow me to pieces,” Snivel said, thumbing his nose at his companion.

“You would fight your own kind? Do you really think they will have mercy if they win?” Flamenoir demanded.

“We promise we won’t hurt you anymore,” Azula said, gritting her teeth to maintain her control. The fire was leaking through her barrier.

“I’ll hold you to that,” Snivel said. He’d torn his shirt, tying it around his thigh to stop the bleeding.

“It’s done. Azula, be ready. This ritual’s designed to work with inert mana, so the part that’s already turned flame aspect will probably blow up in our faces,” Iris said. She cast the spell, coating her body in shadows. Her eyes glowed.

“I’ll block it,” Azula said. The amount of fire was concerning, but not insurmountable. Behind her, she saw Snivel creating a wall to protect himself. I wouldn’t count on that saving you from a bomb.

Darkness filled the crystal, quickly overtaking the fire within it. The crystal cracked, black mist leaking out from inside it. It kept breaking, shattering into ever smaller pieces until all that remained was the orange core, and it looked unstable. Azula readied herself to stop it, but it proved unnecessary. With a wave of her hand, Iris coated it with shadows; the crystal broke, and the fire was absorbed harmlessly.

“Or you’ll block it,” Azula said. Her head felt light, and a sudden wave of cold overcame her. “I think I need to sit…” Azula fell backwards.

“What’s going on?” Iris scooped her up. “Are you injured?”

“I think it’s mana poisoning. I absorbed the crystal’s mana, so now I’m filled with...” Azula closed her eyes, focusing on not throwing up.

“Is it fatal?”

“I’m… not sure.” Azula knew it could be, but she didn’t want to say it. If she said it, it would suddenly happen.

“How could you do something so stupid?” Iris’ voice was shaking.

“It was a chance I’d die versus a sure thing everyone dies.” Azula looked up at Iris, who was blinking back tears.

“I’m going to save you.” Iris pushed the shadows onto her. “The problem is the crystal’s mana, so if I give you anti-mana that should clear it out of you, right?”

“I don't think that’s how it works…” Azula grew up surrounded by priests, and she knew about what they called runic balancing, the process of ensuring a patient's mana matched what they put into them.

“I…” Iris hung her head. “Do you trust me?”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to take the mana out of you.”

“I don’t see that I have much choice. Just… don't hurt yourself, okay?” Iris kissed her. Azula was so shocked she briefly forgot how bad she felt. Then she realised what Iris was doing. She was sucking something out of her. “What is this?”

“Shh, relax.” Iris ran her lips over Azula’s cheek, slowly making her way to her neck. “This will only hurt a little.”

“Okay.” Iris sucked on her neck. Azula felt the mana streaming out of her. Iris’ tongue soothed her skin, making her mewl. “Why does this feel good?”

“Relax. I’m almost done.” Iris teeth grazed against Azula’s skin. She pictured her biting down, draining her of everything. Already, she had taken so much mana. Azula felt better, but also tired.

So tired.

Iris pulled back. “Did that help?” Iris asked, the spell broken. “I tried to only take the mana that didn’t feel like yours, but I think I may have taken some of yours as well.”

“You took a lot,” Azula said. “But it worked. I feel much better. But… how did you do that?”

“It was mentioned in Linmer’s study of possessor beasts. Stygian bats can steal mana through physical contact… Technically, it said I had to slurp the mana out of my target, but I originally did not realise what it meant.” Iris smirked at her. If Azula wasn’t already on her back, she had no doubt that look would have made her legs buckle.


Chapter 52: Laughter

Misty watched as the queen was dragged away in a trance. Everyone on the Granspire was in a panic. “I don’t understand… I didn’t do it.” She turned to Remus. “I didn’t do it.”

“I know.”

“But I don’t get it. If I didn’t… Daddy said that I was the only one who could do it. Why would he lie?” Remus frowned, watching the scene unfold.

“We should go.” Remus dragged her towards the edge of the building.

Misty stopped him. “Remus, what aren’t you telling me?”

“I’m not sure. It’s...”

“Don’t lie to me. You know what’s going on. Tell me.”

Remus stared at the floor. Misty moved under him, so he was staring at her. “Tibalt set you up. The reason he sent you here is so that you could be his fall guy.”

“What?” Misty stepped backward. “No. Daddy wouldn’t do that. You don’t understand, he was going to make me his heir.” The way Remus looked at her made Misty feel like an abandoned kitten left out in the rain. “I know he was going to do some bad stuff, but he’s my dad. He wouldn’t do that to me.” Misty felt like her mouth wouldn’t stop. She kept defending Tibalt, getting increasingly worked up. She wished she believed anything she was saying. “Would he really… I’m his daughter.”

Remus glanced at the edge of the building, then focused on her again. “Tibalt… sometimes, relationships like this are complicated. But we heard what he said, we have a bug in his office. His plan is to kill you, so you can’t tell anyone what you did.”

“But… you didn’t know about the other archer.” If he did he would have stopped them. “So, how can you be sure you didn’t miss something else?”

“Listen.” Misty stopped, listening carefully. She heard it: the sound of soldiers coming up the stairs towards them.

“No.” Misty’s legs gave out. She crumbled to the floor. “He... he was really going to…”

Soldiers burst through the door, streaming onto the roof. At the centre of them was her father, Tibalt. “As the Arch Inquisitor, I find these 2 guilty of high treason. Men, execute them. Let justice be done!”

Misty heard laughter. Hysterical, mad laughter. The kind of laughter you only heard when someone lost their mind. She only noticed it was her laughing when she saw the baffled look on Remus’ face. She couldn’t help it; the scene was too comical to ignore. She had done everything her dad asked her to do, yet he still betrayed her. He wanted to kill her. She loved him, yet to him she was only a pawn.

“She’s gone mad; put her down. Treason can only be met with the death penalty,” Tibalt said. The soldiers obeyed mutely. Misty’s laughter redoubled; her stomach hurt, making her curl up into a ball.

An inquisitor approached her, his sword raised to end her life. Why bother? Misty kept laughing. There was no point in trying to defend herself. Tibalt had an army, and she was alone. No one would ever believe she was innocent either. No matter what she did, she was going to die. Resisting would only serve to prolong the inevitable. Why doesn’t he love me?

Remus grabbed the inquisitor's hand, stopping the sword inches away from Misty’s neck. “Stop.” He tried to kick Remus and got a firm smack to the face for his trouble. He fell onto his back silently. “No one needs to die.”

“That’s where you're mistaken.” Tibalt made a gesture with his hand. “Kill them.”

The soldiers formed a ring around Remus, swords drawn and shields raised. “You don’t want to fight me. You won’t win.” A man lunged forward, trying to stab Remus in the chest. Remus grabbed his extended arm, breaking it over his knee. The wounded man fell to the ground with a clatter of armour. “Does anyone else want to try?”

Why’s he still fighting? We’ve lost. Remus was outnumbered, and even if he did somehow triumph, Tibalt was going to be king soon. There was no way for them to win. No matter how she looked at it, this ended with her head on a pike.

“Only a fool tries to fight fate,” Tibalt said. The soldiers moved as one, tightening the circle with swords aimed at Remus from every direction. Remus growled, his body twisting unnaturally as he transformed into his wolf form.

“This is your last chance to walk away.” They stepped forward again. Then Remus was upon them. The first soldier was knocked onto his back, his sword snapped in half. His allies tried to come to his aid, but they didn’t last any longer. Remus sundered swords and smashed shields to pieces. Those who were foolish enough to try to fight bare-handed had their limbs broken. They weren’t weak or disorganised. They fought as a team, making him defend from all sides at once. But Remus was an animal. He hit them with claws and fists, his arms and legs always moving.

The whole fight didn’t even last a minute, and then every member of the inquisitors was on their backs, unmoving. Tibalt clapped, the sound filling the roof. “I must say, I’m impressed. I had heard tales of the might of Sir Remus the Black Knight, but I confess I thought it to be an exaggeration. Nobles tend to do these things, you see.”

“I’m not a noble.” Remus’ voice sounded deeper as a werewolf, more bestial.

“Yes, you are. Never let anyone tell you otherwise, Sir Knight.” Tibalt smiled at Remus the same way he used to smile at Misty. “The difference is, you earned your power. No one gave it to you. You were always fated to rise above others. That, my friend, is the true essence of nobility.”

“I’m not your friend.”

“Oh, but you could be.” Tibalt opened his arms, as if expecting an embrace. “Being a noble means being a politician first and foremost. And a politician is a creature that thrives on making deals. So, here’s my offer: walk away. That’s it, that’s all you’ve got to do. Walk away, and when I become king, I’ll make you a duke. You can live the rest of your life in luxury. Money, women, power  — all these things will flow to you like water down a mountainside when you're a duke.”

Misty closed her eyes again. She knew it was over. Remus would be a fool to refuse the offer. All she had ever done was cause him trouble. It would be insane to turn down a dukedom to protect her. “No,” Remus growled.

“Are you crazy?” Misty asked. This situation was too ridiculous for her to process. “He’s offering you everything. What could possibly be worth turning him down?”

Remus turned towards her. His features were truly monstrous. Sharp teeth dripped with saliva. His long snout was more beast than man. But his eyes were still human. They were filled with so much raw empathy Misty found it hard to look at him, but at the same time couldn’t bring herself to turn away. She felt like he was learning everything about her, and she him, all at once, yet she also couldn’t process anything she was seeing. All she knew was that he wasn’t going to leave her behind.

“A man of firm principles. I do say, that is a rare thing,” Tibalt said, going as far as to bow to Remus the way a noble bows to an equal. “It truly is a shame I’ll have to kill you.”

“Your men failed. What makes you think you’ll do any better?” Remus asked, cracking his knuckles.

Misty had never seen Tibalt fight. She knew he must have at some point when he was an inquisitor, but whenever violence was required he had relied on soldiers or other intermediaries. She thought this because he was weak. He’s not scared at all. Tibalt didn’t offer Remus the deal because he was afraid of him. Tibalt drew himself up to his full height, still much shorter than Remus, and released his aura.

We’re dead.


Chapter 53: Fallbacks

The Granspire should have been destroyed. Tibalt had gone up to capture Misty, leaving Irene alone in the bank. She knew that the explosion was due to take place exactly 5 minutes after the queen’s assassination. When that didn’t happen, she knew something had gone wrong — especially as neither Snivel nor Flamenoir had checked in via their Message Stones.

A lesser planner would have been stymied at this point. The crystallised mana was the centre of everything. But Tibalt was no ordinary man. His plans had no single point of failure. If he couldn’t blow up the rest of the royal family, he merely had to find another way to remove them from contention. Tibalt had suspected that there were enemies moving against him; that’s why he gave Irene her backup plan in writing. Even Irene did not know what he was planning to do if the bombs didn’t go off; she didn’t need to know. All she knew was what was required of her.

She made a beeline to the basement. Her official order was to investigate criminals seen slinking into the Undercity, but she was sent by herself so she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone else getting in her way. She used her magic to scout ahead; shades made excellent spies, particularly in dark areas. They were limited to being in the shape of a man and stood on the ground like men, but they were not men. They were supernaturally silent, and their dark appearance meant they blended into the shadows.

Irene could see through the eyes of all her shades simultaneously. It had taken her years to get used to the mental strain of receiving input from so many sources, but it was the only way to effectively control them. Once she was used to it, she was able to puppeteer them effectively in battle. The shade poked its head around the corner, confirming her fears.

Snivel was injured, and Flamenoir was tied up and gagged. Snivel was talking to his captors while Iris bandaged his leg. Had he betrayed them? “Tibalt was planning to blow the building up, then rule the wreckage,” Snivel said, hissing as she tightened the knot.

“That does match what we heard,” Azula said. “So, we won. We stopped the explosion, and everyone is safe.”

“I suppose we did… but what about the queen being shot,” Iris said.

“We can only hope she survives. The important thing is we saved the people we could.”

“You may be right.” Iris rubbed her arm, looking around nervously. Irene drew her shade back while she moved others into position. She had learnt what she needed to know. The fools truly believed they knew everything. The idea that they could outwit Tibalt was laughable. It spoke to his genius that they never even considered the possibility that this was all a trap for them.

No loose ends. Irene sent a shade with a crossbow around the corner when their backs were turned. A pair of arrows spawned out of Iris’ back, ending the existence of both shades. How did she sense me?

Irene’s pondering was cut short when Iris burst out of the room, throwing more arrows about. “There’s no use hiding. Face me, cur, and I’ll make this your crypt.”

Irene drew herself up to her full height. “You rich girls are all the same. You think because your daddy gave you some magic lessons you're tough. Well, guess what, sweetheart? You're not.”

“How about we find out?” Iris prepared an arrow in each hand.

“The first thing you need to understand is that a real fight isn’t like a duel. In the streets, we fight dirty.” Iris turned, seeing the shade running towards her companion. She destroyed it, but this left her open. A shade punched her in the face.

“Bitch.” Iris ended this shade too, then took cover around the corner.

“Already hiding? Well, I’m not surprised. Obviously, you don’t have any balls.” The taunt failed, but that was fine. Irene was only distracting her so more shades could get into position. They rushed into the room, getting cut down as quickly as she could replace them. Only she’s fighting. The other one’s weak. If I can take her out, then the battle is mine.

Irene wished her allies weren’t so useless; a surprise blow to the back would take Iris out of commission. But Irene was never the type to rely on others. Her shades provided all the support she needed. She kept sending them in, letting her destroy them one by one. All she needed was a single moment of hesitation.

There.

Iris glanced back, checking on her partner. Her lack of combat experience meant she made a rookie mistake, and Irene capitalised on it brutally. Irene rushed around the corner and had her shades throw her into her prey. Iris tried to stab her, but a shade burst out of her chest to take the blow. She pinned Iris, but this was superfluous. All she needed was a touch; one touch and she could undo anyone. Only Tibalt had ever resisted this spell. She forced her mana into Iris, stopping her from casting.

Stopping the spell was only the beginning of it. She was disrupting Iris’ control of her mana, fundamentally throwing everything off. Irene’s spell would rush to Iris’ brain. The effects were never predictable; the brain was remarkably resilient to foreign mana and far too complex to manipulate with any degree of reliability. But the one constant was fear.

When she saw the dread in Iris’ eyes, she knew she had won. I wish I could see what you were seeing, little princess. Irene reached for her dagger, ready to end her life. The fire mage tried to get up, but Irene had already sent 3 shades her way. She wouldn’t be able to interfere. I’ve won.

Then everything went black.


Chapter 54: Slaughter

Iris had been struggling. Despite her power, her lack of combat experience was showing. Even with the mana she had taken from Azula, she was using too much too fast. Azula wanted to help, but she was in no state to do anything except get in the way. When Irene launched her surprise attack, Azula tried to intervene, but she was too slow. Irene got her, then darkness ruled.

It was smothering. It suffused everything, snuffing out all magic. When it passed, Irene was on her back, Iris towering over her. At least, Azula thought it was Iris. Her body was covered in shifting shadows, thin bat-like wings extending from her back. The only part of her Azula recognised was her eyes, piercing through the darkness. But they looked different, her usual cool expression replaced with one of manic fury.

Irene tried to create more shades. Nothing happened. Iris had turned the magic off. “Stay away from me.” Irene held her dagger out, using it to try to keep her distance. Shadowy blades shot out from Iris’ body, slicing the dagger to ribbons. Irene dropped the hilt, backing away in terror. “I said: Stay away.”

Her confidence had crumbled. Iris stalked forward. Her shadow-covered lips spread, revealing a rictus grin.

Irene threw a rock at her, which Iris smacked back at her with her wing, breaking Irene’s nose. “Please, I’m sorry, I surrender.” Irene put her hands together, begging on her knees. “You win.”

Iris wasn’t there. The Stygian bat had taken control. Azula watched in horror as its wings sliced off Irene’s hands.

Irene screamed, staring at her bloody stumps. “No. I refuse to die.” Irene tried to run. A step later, her body fell apart, split down the middle. It was a clean cut. Azula gasped at the sight of the 2 sides of Irene’s brain so perfectly severed.

The Stygian bat scanned the room, her crazy eyes settling on Flamenoir. “No, please, I didn’t do anything!” Flamenoir ran to Snivel. “Save me.”

“What? Get away from me, I’m not dying here.”

I can’t do nothing. Steeling her nerves, Azula stood up. “Iris.”

The monster ignored her. It had already chosen its next victim. Azula grabbed it, wrapping her arms around its waist.

“Stop.” It looked down at her. Its wings twitch, angling to end her existence. Azula looked into Iris’ eyes, searching for any sign of control. She knew Iris was in there. She had controlled the Stygian this long; she would regain control. Azula hoped. “Iris, stop!”


Chapter 55: Tibalt’s Might

Tibalt’s aura was massive. The only time Remus had felt more raw mana was when Lorcan activated his ritual using Mene’s tear. The mana felt vile. Mana reflects the personality of its wielder; the magic they are capable of is influenced by who they are. In Tibalt’s case, his mana was death: cruel, unfeeling, and final.

“Come at me. I will be your end,” Tibalt said, his voice taking on a strange, disgusting tone. Everything about him repulsed Remus. He even smelt terrible, as did his men.

“No one dies today.” Remus charged forward on all fours. Werewolves fight differently, and he had to embrace that. He struck with his claws, intent on disabling an arm. Tibalt twisted unnaturally, delivering a palm strike to Remus’ forehead. The blow was weak, but when he made contact, Remus felt a mana surge. His skin burned, his vision blurring.

“That is not for you to decide, dog.” Tibalt flipped over him, using Remus’ back as a springboard. Remus caught him with a kick, dragging his claws across his face. “I am the master of life and death.”

“No one gets to decide that.” Remus spun, but Tibalt was ready. Remus was stronger, but Tibalt was able to parry each blow, preventing him from ending the fight. The reason was obvious. Remus did not wish to kill his opponent, while Tibalt did. Every time he countered, Tibalt flooded Remus with his poison. The more he hit, the slower Remus got, his strength fading.

“A king decides life and death. That is my fate. There is nothing a mere pup like you can do to combat destiny.” Remus growled, grabbing his wrist in his hand and crushing it. Bones snapped in his palms. Tibalt didn’t flinch; he immediately countered by biting Remus’ arm, forcing him to release him. Remus hopped back, panting for air. “You can feel it, can’t you? The inevitability of the situation. You know that nothing you can do will result in you winning. Let despair take you. That is your fate. A dog cannot kill a king; he can only suffer a dog's death.”

“How can you live like this? Knowing that so many people are getting hurt so you can satisfy your narcissism?”

“Narcissism? That implies that I am wrong. I, who was denied what I was owed, who was forced to settle amongst the lowest rungs of society, yet have clawed my way to the top. You think I'm arrogant, but I am aware of my own abilities.” Tibalt rushed him. Remus was ready and swept his leg, countering with an elbow to his spine. He heard a snap, confirming that he had broken a vertebra.

Tibalt fell, paralysed.

“It’s over. You may think you are a god, but you are a man.” Remus turned his back on Tibalt. He was looking at Misty now. His words were for her. She needed to understand who Tibalt was. “Maybe, in time, you will come to understand that is not a bad thing. Maybe not. But I won’t stop you from finding out. Your life is your own, as is everyone else's."

Misty’s eyes widened, and she cried out, “Behind-” Remus felt his flesh tearing. A knife was buried in his shoulder. “Remus.” Misty ran to him.

“This. Is. Fate.” Remus turned back. Tibalt was standing up, putting weight on his destroyed wrist. 

How?

Remus smacked him; the small man went flying. Remus pulled the dagger out with a grunt of pain, casting it aside. He’d heal eventually. For now, his left arm was useless. Tibalt strutted forward like a king walking into his castle, showing no sign of injury at all. “You think of me as a man like any other. How you degrade me. I am superior. The blood that flows through my veins marks me as your better, and that is why you will never beat me.”

“Daddy, please.” Misty ran forward, stopping Tibalt. “Let Remus go.”

Tibalt stroked her cheek. “Even now you call me daddy?”

“You're my dad. I know what you want to do, but that doesn’t change that. I’m your daughter. We share the same blood.”

“The blood that flows through your veins is your mother’s, first and foremost.” He cupped her cheek. Tibalt’s lips peeled back, revealing rows of rotting teeth. “My blood could never be sullied by one such as you.” He punched her to the ground. “You think I would ever allow my purity to be so sullied? My blood is that of royalty; it would never submit to a demon's blood.”

“But you said-”

Remus wasn’t interested in hearing more. He tackled Tibalt, hitting him hard and fast. Before, he had underestimated how tough his opponent was. This time he wouldn’t make the same mistake. He hit him with everything he had, using his full power to ensure that every strike shattered bones and destroyed organs. He could feel Tibalt’s body breaking underneath him, but he kept going.

Then Tibalt whistled.

Remus covered his ears, screaming in agony. His head felt like it was about to burst from the pressure. What’s happening? Remus tried to take a step back, but somehow missed and fell over. A pair of knives had been driven into his ears, met in the middle and swirled around, scrambling his brain.

“The key to life is to research your enemy before any confrontation. The thing about dogs,” Tibalt said, standing up once again. His bones crunched as he stood, yet he seemed unbothered. “Is that their hearing is a blessing and a curse. You see, we dark elves have a natural ability to filter out unpleasant sounds. We hear astutely, but we can handle what we hear.” He whistled again, making Remus cry out in pain. “But dogs can’t control it. If you get the right pitch, you can make them howl in pain. Even the mightiest beast can be brought to its knees, rendered no more threatening than a pup.”

“You bastard.” Remus stood on unsteady legs, the world spinning around him. He closed his eyes, throwing a sloppy punch. Tibalt whistled, and Remus fell to the ground.

“You really should know better than to use language like that. Aren’t you a knight?”


Chapter 56: Stygian

“Iris!”

Iris heard a voice. She did not know whose. Iris didn’t even know who she was. She felt so lost, so confused. Was she fighting someone? Why? How did I get here?

Iris didn’t know where ‘here’ was. She couldn’t see anything. She was submerged in a pool of warm water. She knew she had to swim to the top, but where was the top? Her spatial awareness was gone. All her senses were gone. But she heard her name. Why?

And she felt pain. So much pain. It felt like a million tiny needles were stabbing every inch of her body. She tried to force them away, to push back, but that only made the pain worse. The more she pushed, the more it hurt. She stopped fighting, and the pain faded.

She was sinking.

Was that a bad thing? She felt so dreary, so why should she try to resist? She hated pain. “Iris!” There was that voice again. It was so sharp, it cut through the lugubrious feeling. Iris wanted to swim towards it. It was a lighthouse in the dark, a source of strength and safety. Familiarity. Love.

Love? The thought felt oddly focused. Everything else was so murky, but Iris knew she loved people and was loved. She loved her father; she loved Remus, and she loved Azula. “Iris!” It was Azula screaming. She sounded scared. Why would she be scared? Iris was protecting her.

Suddenly, Iris remembered exactly what had happened. She had been fighting Irene when she got the jump on her. It had been like what happened to Remus. When she touched her, she felt terrified. She had seen… Iris didn’t dwell on it. She could feel her thoughts fragmenting again, and knew it was a poor path to follow. She did not like what she had seen. It was odd because Remus had been disturbed by the visions, but he never mentioned a void.

He’s a werewolf. I’m a Stygian host. When Caius had been injured, he lost control. The same thing was happening to Iris. Azula is in danger.

The thought cut through the fog. Iris opened her eyes. Azula was beneath her. There was blood everywhere. “Azula, are you okay?” Iris felt the shadows retreating, her mind re-establishing control over her body. “You're bleeding.”

“It’s not my blood.” Azula pointed at Irene. Or rather, what was left of her. She had been bisected. Her body split down the middle in a single, sharp cut.

“I… did that.” Azula nodded slowly. Iris stared at the body, fascinated. She felt oddly detached. Her mind skipped the emotional side of things, jumping straight to logic. She had killed someone, but the person she killed was trying to hurt her and was going to hurt so many others. Therefore, it was okay. “And I didn’t hurt you?”

“You stopped when you got on top of me,” Azula said. Iris sat back, checking on the other occupants of the room. Snivel and Flamenoir were cowering in the corner, hugging each other as if their lives depended on it.

“Good.” Iris stood up, offering her hand to Azula. “I’m sorry if… I'm sorry to have scared you.”

“It was the Stygian,” Azula said, accepting the offered hand. “Are you okay? I’ve never seen you like that before, you seemed…”

“Like Caius?” Azula pursed her lips awkwardly. “Yes, I suspected that. I think that whatever Irene did to me made my control over the bat wane. I don’t really remember what happened next… it’s all hazy.”

“You kicked ass.” Azula gestured to the cowering men. “It was terrifying, but also awesome. I didn’t know you were so strong.”

“I’m not. I’m afraid that was the power of the bat.” Iris summoned a shadow experimentally, moulding it into an arrow. It felt the same way it always did, obeying her commands without delay. Is this how Remus feels about being a werewolf?

Iris had never thought of Remus as threatening. She knew that werewolves were dangerous, intellectually, but Remus always seemed like such a teddy bear. She couldn’t picture him harming her. He had warned her that sometimes his control was not perfect, that his other side took control. She had thought that such a feeling would be like an adrenaline rush, where desire leads one to do something they would not normally consider.

Now she found herself thinking she had underestimated what he endured. The thought filled Iris’ mind: what if she hadn’t stopped? She had been on top of Azula. If her control had been any weaker, Azula could have ended up like Irene. She was already weakened; there was no way she would be able to defend herself.

Azula squeezed her hand, bringing her out of her reverie. “Everything’s okay, Iris. You protected me, that’s what matters.”

“I…” Azula squeezed her hand again. It felt like a rock had been lifted off Iris’ chest, releasing tension she hadn’t been aware was there. “You're right.”


Chapter 57: Foghorn

Misty felt rudderless, like a ship in a storm. For years she had followed Tibalt blindly, trusting that he would protect her. She never considered that her dad wouldn’t feel the same way she felt about him. She knew that Tibalt hated orcs; he never even tried to hide his views. But she thought he saw her differently, that he knew that while she was a Manaborn, in her heart she was still a dark elf.

That was all a delusion. She had intentionally blinded herself to the truth, ignored all the signs: the subtle hints of distaste on his face when he touched her, the way he hesitated when he called her his daughter, the lack of planning for her future. She saw it all, but she turned the other cheek. She pretended she was imagining it, choosing to live in fog rather than see the truth.

Tibalt never cared about her. He viewed the world through a simple lens: there were dark elves and everyone else, and everyone else was a threat that had to be removed. Someone like that could never accept a daughter who wasn’t the same as him. She was a mistake, something to be hidden away and ashamed of.

How does he still fight? Remus was on his last legs. Misty could see the magic of Tibalt’s whistle; it was a spell specifically designed to take down werewolves. When the magic hit Remus, it disrupted his mana at a fundamental level, making it go wild and attack his own body, driving his senses wild. His strength had been transformed into a weakness; his body tearing itself apart as it flailed. Each fresh whistle brought the effect back to its maximum, but even if he stopped, the aftershocks would still render him unable to continue. Yet he kept getting up. Tibalt had stabbed him, disrupted his magic, and beaten him. He had no real chance of success, but still he got up again and again, getting beaten relentlessly.

“Do you regret turning down my magnanimous offer yet? Seeing what I can do, I bet you wish you were on the winning side,” Tibalt said, spreading his arms like a king before his adoring subjects.

Misty wished she could change sides. If Remus were given the opportunity, it would only be natural. Remus spat blood. “Suck my dick.”

“Here I was hoping to engage in a battle of intellects, but it’s become clear to me you have arrived unarmed.” Remus swung at Tibalt, who stepped out of the way, letting Remus face-plant into the floor. “At a certain point, this stops being charming and becomes sad. Bend the knee, and I’ll let you live.”

Remus pushed himself up, his arms shaking. “No.”

“I mean, really? Is it worth it to protect one bastard? If she had any worth, she wouldn’t have been discarded.” Misty flinched. Even after everything he had said and done, that still hurt.

Remus stood up, wiping the blood from his lips. “It’s always worth it.”

“So childish. Very well, since you insist, I will end your life.” Tibalt kicked a sword up from the ground into his hand. The inquisitor he took it from didn’t move. “En garde.”

Remus staggered forward. There was no strength behind his movements. He had been beaten long ago; all that was left was the coup de grâce.

It’s always worth it. Misty decked Tibalt. His head snapped to the side at a right angle, his neck snapping. He fell to the ground. Dead. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

Misty’s knees gave out under her as the weight of her decision hit her. She had killed Tibalt, making herself an orphan. By her own hands, the life of her father had been snuffed out. Now, more than ever before, she was truly alone.

A heavy hand landed on her shoulder. She looked up, seeing the fur-covered face of a werewolf, blood dripping from seemingly everywhere. There was a time she would have found such a thing terrifying, but that time had passed. Misty let herself fall into him, weeping openly. “I couldn’t let him kill you.”

“I know.”

“There was nothing else I could do. I tried talking to him.” Remus crouched, pulling her into a tight hug. Her old world had fallen to pieces. Everything she had relied on was gone, leaving her adrift. But in that chaos, there was one constant. He was holding her.

“Yeah, sorry to ruin the pity party, bastard. But I’m not dead yet.” Tibalt stood back up, his neck still bent at an unnatural angle.

“I broke your neck. You were dead,” Misty screamed. Relief and horror warred within her.

Tibalt grabbed the sides of his head, snapping it back into position. “Do you get it now?”

“You’re… you're a zombie.” Misty stared at him in disgust. “How? Zombies can’t talk.”

“I keep telling you, but you have the nerve to ignore me again and again. I. Am. Superior. Not just to you. To everyone.” Tibalt raised his arms to the sky, as if he were channelling the goddesses themselves. “You can break this body as many times as you want. You can crush my bones and disembowel me. It won’t make a single bit of difference. Because I. Am. Superior.”


Chapter 58: Horde v Hoarder

The plan wasn’t going perfectly. Remus had failed to stop the archer, and the queen had been shot. But Justine had prepared for this. The queen’s birthday had many guests, and her rank meant she had some say in how they were positioned. Ensuring the Radiant Priests were close at hand meant the healers could act immediately. Justine also made a point to have several powerful healing potions ready. The queen was being cared for by the best and would likely recover.

When the deadline for the explosion passed, Justine had let herself think that the worst was behind them. Then they arrived. They climbed the edge of the Granspire, their rotting forms somehow able to cling to the building's edge. Once at the top, they rushed forward without fear of death. Zombies.

Zombies are notoriously weak. Necromancers loved to create them because a living body's nervous system can be used even after it dies, allowing for movement if one knows how to control them. The problem is that their muscles and organs have already started to break down. This means that they fall apart on their own in time, and can be hacked to pieces to speed up the process. Once the body is damaged enough, it becomes incapable of holding any mana within it.

The first wave was cut down by the inquisitors without any need for assistance. Then another wave came. And another. And another. A zombie is weak, but enough of any enemy can become a serious threat. The inquisitors were fighting bravely, but there was only so much they could do when faced with such overwhelming numbers while trying to protect the nobles and an ailing queen. Justine had hoped to lead an evacuation down the stairs, but had been unpleasantly surprised by the news that even more zombies were trying to bust open the doors, forcing her to pull soldiers back to guard their flank.

Holding her ground, she had used her magic to make a wall out of the zombies at a choke point. At first, it held. Then the zombies behind ate their way through their compatriots, continuing the assault. Hundreds of zombies had flooded the roof, and they were showing no signs of slowing down. Justine's troops had been pushed back, forced to hide within the walled section in the hope of using the choke point to endure the greater numbers. Justine repeated her glue trick, but whoever controlled the zombies had learnt to predict it and was breaking through faster each time.

“Lady Justine, the zombies have opened a new breach,” Newman cried, rushing towards her.

“Where?” Newman pointed to the southern window.

The zombies had thrown themselves through windows, impaling themselves on glass so that others could climb over their bodies. The new opening let them diffuse throughout the room, attacking indiscriminately, warriors and non-combatants alike. Chaos ruled as they rampaged through the area.

“Men, form up. We need fresh troops to guard the southern flank!” There was no one to call on. Every combat-ready body was already fighting desperately at the doorway.

Then the fire started. Every square inch of everything was burning. Nobles and inquisitors alike screamed in terror, believing that their time was up. “Oh, stop screaming, you sound ridiculous,” Bridget said, waltzing up to Justine. “None of you are burning.”

They looked at themselves, finally noticing that while yes, they were on fire, none of them were actually hurt. Justine wasn’t even hot. “What are you doing here?”

“Manners are in short supply these days. I come here to save your sorry asses, and all I get is lip.” Bridget pointed to the zombies, which were being burnt to a crisp.

“I… sorry, it’s just. How did you know we’d need help?”

Bridget grimaced. “I’ve been around the block a few times. I know what death smells like.”

“Thank you. Without you, I fear we would not have survived.”

“You wouldn’t have.” Bridget turned to the roof's garden. The fire had receded. “And we still might not. I dealt with those close by, but that’s hardly the end of them. I hope you aren’t counting on me to do everything.”

More zombies were coming. Justine’s heart sank at the sight, but she didn’t dare articulate this thought. “Prepare yourselves. This is the day the inquisitors show the world who we really are!”


Chapter 59: No Rest

“Bridget’s calling,” Azula announced, pulling out her Message Stone.

Iris was exhausted. Releasing her Stygian, and then bringing it back under control had taken a lot out of her. She wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep for a year. She had defeated Irene, and they stopped the explosion, so why shouldn’t she? But Bridget had told her she would only call them in an emergency. Iris didn’t want to know what constituted an emergency for a Legendary Heroine.

Azula activated the stone; this was a normal one that replicated the voice of the caller. Bridget assured them that it was as safe as one could realistically be. But it could still be intercepted by certain spells, so it should only be used if there was no other choice. “Hello, Phoenix, this is Robin responding to your call,” Azula said, using the code names they had agreed upon. Bridget was Phoenix, while Azula was Robin. Iris was Blackbird, and Remus was Fluffy — Bridget had originally suggested Mutt, but Iris felt Fluffy was more appropriate and less insulting.

“Zombies are storming the Granspire. There’s far more than any mage could hope to control without a massive cache of crystallised mana. Is your mission close to success?” If anyone was listening, they would know what they were up to. But considering the situation, Iris could understand her decision to prioritise being understood quickly.

“Positive. We’ve destroyed all the C-M,” Azula replied, looking at Iris for confirmation.

“Negative. You haven’t. There must be a secondary source. I’m tied up here; you’ll have to find it yourself. Call me if you have no other choice. I need to focus on surviving.” The stone deactivated.

“He must have split the stash,” Iris said.

“Workers took it to the Granspire. The rest must be here somewhere."

“No. If the bomb had gone off, he would have destroyed the tower; why would he waste something so valuable if he didn’t have to?” Iris paced back and forth, racking her mind. “The zombies are attacking the Granspire. For rituals, the amount of mana increases exponentially with distance, and since the zombies are climbing the Granspire, it has to be spreading in 3 dimensions. That means it has to be close by, or he’d never be able to power it. There was a lot of crystallised mana, but there’s a limit.”

“The bank?”

“I don’t think so. Getting it into the bank without anyone noticing would be too difficult; there was a whole mob outside it until recently. No, it’d have to be somewhere Tibalt had control of and can be sure no one could find it by accident, but also that’s close enough.” The idea hit her like a bolt of lightning. “I know where it is.”

“Where?” A paper aeroplane hit Azula in the face.


Chapter 60: Brutalised

I’m not healing. Remus had hoped his healing would kick in and he’d recover, but the longer he fought, the weaker he got. He had never felt this way before, so vulnerable and weak. Even when Caius nearly killed him, he hadn’t been so worn down. But Remus refused to give up. No fight was unwinnable. He would fight until he couldn’t move any more.

A prospect that was becoming increasingly likely by the second. Misty had joined the fight. They were attacking Tibalt from either side, trying to overwhelm him. Misty was doing well, but Remus wasn't able to keep up his end. His moves were too slow and easy to counter. “This is really the best you have to offer?” Tibalt threw Remus into Misty, the pair falling into a pile. “You’ve finally decided to oppose me, and you're so anaemic. After all the trouble I put into making you strong, I expected more.”

“We can still win.” The markings covering Misty’s face expanded, shifting to cover her whole body. Misty thrust her fist forward, her arm stretching like a rubber band.

“Ah, yes, your Cursed Mark. But let me ask you something.” Tibalt tapped her arm, and it suddenly contracted, throwing her off balance. “Did you really think I wouldn’t have prepared a counter for you, Misty?”

The Cursed Mark receded until it was almost non-existent. “How?” Cursed Marks work by storing a person’s ki and mana, so that it can be released en masse later. Controlling the powers of another person was usually impossible.

“It’s all about forward planning. I knew that someday I would have to face you. So, when we did the procedure… I built in a little off switch. All it takes is a concentrated pulse of my mana, and all of a sudden all that power is locked away doing absolutely nothing.”

“Even then you were planning to betray me?” Misty screamed, lashing out with impressive speed. Her attacks were furious, pummelling Tibalt relentlessly. He was beaten and bloodied. He tried to fight back, but Misty’s fury gave her power that he couldn’t deactivate. Tears were streaming down her face as she attacked. “What did I do wrong? I tried so hard to please you. I did everything you ever told me. Why don’t you…”

Tibalt sucker-punched her. Remus pounced before he could recover, taking Misty’s place. Tibalt was pinned under him, perfect for a ground and pound. Remus only had one good arm, but Tibalt was injured and slow, letting him attack with impunity. He was so severely injured that Remus knew there was a real chance he would kill him. Terror gripped his heart, but he pushed it aside. Tibalt could heal. Tibalt would heal if he didn’t hit him hard enough. “Let’s see how unkillable you really are?”

Misty had joined him. As a pair, they brutalised Tibalt, not letting up for a second. Remus tore his flesh with his claws, while Misty crushed his bones. “Stop. I’m going to die. I… surrender.” Tibalt was crying tears of blood, terror showing on his face. “I surrender.”

“No.” Misty tried to end him. Remus grabbed her wrist, stopping the blow.

“We’re not monsters.”

“Are you insane? He’s too dangerous. We snapped his neck, and he got right back up; we need to end this, or he’ll kill us as soon as he recovers.” She had a point. Remus was no fool; he knew Tibalt was a major threat, even in his current condition. “You hold him down, I’ll rip his head off.”

“I can’t. I-” A sword pierced Remus’ back. Turning, he saw one of Tibalt’s men behind him, his features slack.

“You bastard.” Misty tried to hit Tibalt. 2 more men grabbed her, holding her back. Tibalt grabbed Remus. Another wave of poison flooded him, this one more potent than any that had come before. Remus felt as weak as a kitten. Tibalt threw him to the side, standing up once more. Already, his body was stitching itself back together. “You surrendered.”

“So? Honour only matters if someone lives to tell the tale.” Tibalt’s smile made Remus’ skin crawl. “And you 2 certainly aren’t going to be telling anyone.”

Remus realised why the inquisitors smelt so bad. They were zombies, puppets used by Tibalt with no life or will of their own. The other zombies had risen, drawing their swords. This is my fault. I hesitated, letting him recover.

Remus felt his consciousness fading. There was no full moon to save him this time. Then a familiar warmth filled the air. “I got your message. I’m here to help.” Azula had arrived.


Chapter 61: Intercepted

“Clever enough to figure out my plan, yet foolhardy enough to believe you can triumph in a battle against me. I must say, you're quite the lady,” Tibalt said. One of his men had been reduced to ash, yet he was as arrogant as ever. Azula hated him. She had arrived on the roof just in time to see his false surrender. Misty had used her Paper Aeroplane cantrip to explain the situation and ask Azula for help. She had thought about refusing, but ultimately she decided she had no choice. If there was even a chance Misty was telling the truth, and Remus needed help, then she had to come. Iris was going to deactivate the ritual by herself. “It’s a pity I have to kill you. You may not be a dark elf, but you are better than most of your ilk.”

Azula threw her flames at Tibalt. He bent backwards like a limbo champion, letting the fire flow over him as he ran towards her.

“Azula.” Remus coughed up blood. “You need to run.”

“No way. I’m not leaving you behind.”

“Oh, so heroic.” Tibalt cracked his neck, grinning at her. “But I’m afraid you’ll find there’s no way you can win this.” He sprang towards Remus. Azula created a wall of fire to block his path. Tibalt turned to her slowly, a considering look on his face. He folded an arm over his stomach, bowing formally. “Very well, since you are so insistent, I will acquiesce. You may join Sir Remus in death.”

“No one’s dying today,” Azula said. Misty had managed to use the distraction to break free from the zombies and was once again holding her own.

“Everyone dies,” Tibalt said, his madness showing on his face. “Except me.”

He sprung forward. In such a confined space, dodging was impossible. She blasted him in the face with her full power. She knew Remus wouldn’t want to kill him, but she had made her decision. She would burn him until not even ashes remained and worry about the consequences later.

A flaming hand hit her in the stomach, followed by a skeletal fist to the chin that lifted Azula off her feet. How? She had burnt the flesh from his bones, yet he was still coming at her. What is he?

Tibalt looked at the exposed bones of his hand. There was nothing holding them to his body. “Fascinating, isn’t it?”

“You're dead.”

“Listen when I speak. I don’t die.” Tibalt picked her up, holding her by the neck. “It’s a shame I can’t say the same thing about you.”

He tightened his grip, squeezing the life out of her. She struggled to break free, but even as a skeleton, his hold on her was unbreakable. She kicked him in the chest, but it was ineffective, as if she had tapped him with a stick. She couldn’t even scream for help. Iris. Break the ritual. It was Azula’s only hope. Whatever Tibalt was, he had to be using the ritual to empower himself. If Iris stopped the ritual, he would die.

“You're hoping somebody will save you, aren’t you? You think she’ll stop my ritual.” Tibalt brought her close to the charred remains of his face. “Do you really think I’d leave something so important unguarded? Trust me, your little mage doesn’t stand a chance."

Azula gasped. Zombies were climbing up the side of the tower. Azula could sense their vile mana everywhere.

I can’t let him die. Azula knew what she had to do. She had done it once, albeit on a much smaller scale. This time, there was no room for error. She burnt. Fire erupted from every pore of her body, flooding the entire floor and rising without restraint. She forced her mana to fill the world. An inferno formed with her at its centre. She pushed herself to her limit, then pushed harder still, forcing the fire to grow to what would normally be an uncontrollable, suicidal amount.

She could feel her mana filling the world. She focused, blocking out everything else, even the feeling of the hand crushing her neck. All that mattered was Remus, herself, and Misty. Everything else would burn. Everything is flammable and everything is inflammable and everything is non-flammable. It was nonsense. But Azula had to believe it. She knew what it really meant now. She decided what would and wouldn’t burn. She could set the rules of reality, forcing the magic of the world to obey her.

The hand around her neck slackened, then fell away. She dropped to the ground, finding she still wasn’t hot. She let the spell end, seeing she had scorched the entire roof and destroyed everything on it. But Remus was fine, and so was Misty. She had done it.


Chapter 62: The Final Battle

The inquisitors were guarding Lady Violeta’s manor. Every passage leading to it had at least 5 men standing guard. So Iris went under it. The lower levels had already been abandoned by people fleeing the zombies, so she was able to punch a hole in the ceiling with her magic then climb up using a ladder she found.

Her eyes quickly adjusted to the dark. Now that she was so close, she could sense the ritual. She made a beeline towards it, finding a massive, complex sigil carved into the floor. The room was lit by the glow of a massive pile of crystallised mana. Then she heard clapping. Turning to the source, she saw a sickly dark elf. He was short, with skeletal features and sunken eyes. Iris noted that he was wearing armour except for a helmet and had a rapier on his hip. “Well done. You really are quite impressive, for an elf.” He had a nasal voice with an unpleasant high pitch twang. “It’s true what they say: Our cousins are the best of the worst.”

“You're the final guardian. I expected more.” Iris summoned an arrow, but it was pulled into the ritual.

“A mage without magic isn’t much of a threat,” the sinister man said. “Especially to a king.”

“A king? You think highly of yourself.” Iris narrowed her eyes, unsure who he was.

“A touch premature, but accurate, I assure you, dear. I am King Tibalt.” The man who had identified himself as Tibalt bowed with one hand tucked over his stomach. “The pleasure’s all yours.”

“You’re Tibalt? Then who's the leader of the Inquisitors?” Iris said. She knew that Tibalt was using zombies, but zombies famously can’t talk. What was going on?

“A mere puppet, I’m afraid. I couldn’t risk myself, so I needed a servant. But one can never be sure they possess a servant's loyalty.” Tibalt shook his head with a sigh. “The thing you know of as Tibalt is my solution to that problem. As mindless as a zombie, but without the weaknesses. It’s truly revolutionary.”

“You made a macabre golem, nothing more.”

Tibalt clicked his tongue. “I wouldn’t expect one of low birth to understand my designs.” He drew his sword. “Enough chatter. It’s time for your execution.”

Iris watched as he squatted down into a stance. The movement was awkward, unnatural even. Before Iris met Remus, she had read several books on combat. She had thought they would help her if she ever got into a fight, but Remus had shown her that she had picked up more bad habits than good. Some things can only be learnt by doing them. Tibalt’s strange stance reminded her of her early days. There was clear knowledge of how to fight, yet he moved as if he had never actually tried to do it before.

He ran forward, his sword bobbing with each step. Iris pushed the flat of the blade aside, then punched him in the face. He cried out, dropping his sword and clutching his nose. Falling back a step, he looked at his hand before letting out an eerie scratch. “Blood. You spilled my royal blood!”

Iris picked up the rapier to ensure he wouldn't grab it again. “Cancel the ritual, or I’ll kill you.”

Tibalt lowered his hands, his slimy smile returning. “No, you won’t. I’ve studied you and your ilk. The brave warriors who are terrified to so much as -” Iris buried her sword in his shoulder. “Ah! You- you can’t…” He fell backward, unconscious. Iris kicked him to see if he was faking it. He didn’t react.

Maybe I shouldn’t have stabbed him. Iris inspected the ritual again. Despite what people often think, stopping a ritual isn’t very complicated. One doesn’t need to know every little detail of how it works; they only need to figure out where it’s drawing power from. In this case, the crystals. But it had also stolen Iris’ mana — the ritual was far more complicated than anything Bridget had shown Iris. Killing him might turn it off.

He was unconscious, and he wasn’t a threat even when he was awake. The great Tibalt had proven himself to be a weak and ineffectual man. Iris was tempted to end his life; if it would save more lives, surely that would be just. But she did not know if this was the case. It was possible the ritual was designed to outlive him, so his death would prove redundant. She rejected the idea.

Iris mentally categorised the ritual into 2 parts. The parts she understood, and the parts she didn’t. She knew vaguely how the ritual worked, releasing necromantic magic to puppeteer the dead, and that’s all she needed. Instead, she focused on the enigmatic outer layer that connected to the crystallised mana but also looped around itself. She was tempted to disconnect the outer ring from the inner, but Bridget had warned her repeatedly that making a change without understanding what it was doing could result in an imbalance in the mana, potentially causing it to explode. This had happened several times when she was studying little rituals, but was ultimately harmless as so little mana was involved. Iris did not like her chances of surviving if she screwed up this time.

So she slowed down and focused. The ritual was written in Ancient Hydrese; she could read it if she spent the time to do it right. She slowly broke it down until she was confident she knew how it was drawing the mana. She found the right rune and removed it. The other runes’ light waned, then disappeared. It’s over.


Chapter 63: Fatigue

Remus rotated his shoulder experimentally. The stab wound had finally healed, but it still twinged whenever he moved it. He was in a cot in the high tower’s infirmary, surrounded by others who had been injured during the zombie invasion. When he first arrived, it had been a chaotic space filled with the sounds of people moaning in agony. Since then, things had calmed down significantly. There were still other patients, but they were mostly lounging around waiting for their bodies to finish recovering.

Remus was being treated by a woman named Pugey. She was a thin, orcish nurse. She poked him every now and again, writing things in a chart.

“There’s no pain at all?” she asked. It had been a fortnight since Queen Vael’s birthday. He had spent most of the time since then in the infirmary of the high tower, resting and drinking potions to speed up his recovery. Whatever Tibalt had done had stopped when zombie-Tibalt was destroyed, letting his normal healing kick in, but even that wasn’t instant.

“Yeah, I’m all better.”

“That’s highly unusual. “When you first arrived, I was sure you would succumb to your injuries.” Purgey scribbled furiously on her clipboard. “Your vitality is something else.”

“I get that a lot. Can I put my shirt back on?”

“Yes, but you don’t have to.” Remus put his shirt on. “Ah, I almost forgot. Arch Inquisitor Jasmine requested your presence. I believe your companions are already with her.”

Remus nodded, heading up the stairs. He’d been wondering where Iris and Azula got to. They were staying in the high tower as well, although their injuries hadn’t been as bad, they had wanted to be close to Remus. Jasmine had arranged for them to stay in some of the vacant beds.

He reached the top of the tower and was ushered into the Arch Inquisitor's office by Newman. The room had been redesigned so that it had a round table in it, surrounded by chairs equally spaced apart. The symbolism was clear: while there was a new Arch Inquisitor, the other high-ranked members' ability to challenge them had increased significantly to the point that the title was near-ceremonial. Jasmine rose from her seat when Remus entered, his girlfriends turning to see him.

“She finally let you go,” Iris said, smirking. “I was starting to think she wouldn't. I think she has a crush on you.”

“Oh, really?” Remus thought back on her shirtless comment. It seemed like the sort of thing Iris would say when flirting. Purgey seemed nice, but he had no plans to see her again.

“Sir Remus, it brings my heart joy to see that you have recovered so well. Truly, your recovery is miraculous,” Justine said, bowing her head.

“I’m glad you're feeling better,” Azula added. “You are better, right?”

“I feel great.” Remus made a muscle to demonstrate.

“Excellent.” Jasmine clapped her hands together loudly. “Now, I have some information that I think you will find interesting. As I’m sure you already know, since my promotion I’ve been working to reform the inquisitors.” Remus only knew the basics. All of Tibalt's loyalists had been purged, many of them arrested. There had also been changes to the bylaws that Remus didn’t understand. A lot of people were saying that there was a greater focus on equality and protecting the populace. Remus thought this sounded positive. “I have checked, and Misty is currently being treated humanely. Due to the nature of the crime, she is being managed by Queen Vael’s personal troops.”

“Is there nothing we can do to help her?” Remus asked. After Azula defeated Tibalt, he had been unconscious for some time. When he woke up, Misty was gone, taken away by the inquisitors. He tried to find out what happened when he was in the infirmary, but no one seemed to know anything.

“I have made a request, and explained the role she played in defeating Tibalt… but I would not be hopeful. She may not have shot the queen, but her other crimes are serious. It is likely she will receive the death penalty.” Remus sighed, deflating. He had hoped to protect her, but he knew that there was nothing he could do at this point. “There’s more. The queen has invited you to appear at court.”

“She wants to meet me? Why?” Remus had never met a queen. It wasn’t the sort of thing he did.

“Why indeed,” Iris drawled.

“Can I refuse?”

“No,” Iris said with finality. “Queen Vael’s word is law. To offend her would be suicide.”

“... great.” Jasmine smiled sympathetically.

“I assure you, this is a good thing. I have briefed her on everything that happened and how important all of you were. In all likelihood, she wishes to reward you for your valour.”

“I guess that’s okay.” It reminded him of when Lady Darkclaw had made him a knight. “Do I need to wear a suit?”

“I’d love to discuss this further, but I have several meetings today and I’m already running late.” Jasmine crossed the room. She stopped with her hand on the doorknob. “You can stay here if you wish. I won’t be back for a few hours.”

They decided to return to the inn. Remus was thoroughly sick of the high tower and wanted to be somewhere he could have actual privacy. He collapsed onto his bed. Physically, he had recovered, but mentally he still felt taxed. Iris and Azula joined him, one on either side.

“Is it really over?” Remus asked no one in particular.

“It is.” Iris kissed him on the cheek. “Everyone is safe, thanks to you.”

“I didn’t do anything except get beat up,” Remus grumbled. “You stopped the ritual, and Azula finished off zombie-Tibalt.”

“If it wasn’t for you, Misty would have killed the queen. That counts for something,” Azula said, holding his hand. “Just because you lost the fight doesn’t mean you didn’t achieve something amazing.”

Remus tried to smile, but his body refused. He had tried to save Misty, but he failed miserably. “When Tibalt surrendered…”

“It is a noble instinct to accept the surrender of an enemy; you should not punish yourself for it,” Iris said. Remus shook his head. Remus had told them both the story already, including how Tibalt faked his surrender.

“That’s not the issue. I should have been paying attention to my surroundings. I was stupid and got stabbed because of it.” Azula squeezed his hand, dispelling some of the tension building inside him. “I don’t want to be a killer. I stand by that. But if I’m going to keep going like this, I need to be better. If I’m not strong enough, showing mercy is giving whoever I’m fighting a chance to kill me.”

“Then what will you do if you fight an enemy you can’t beat without killing them?” Azula asked, her voice gentle. Remus didn’t answer for a long time. He was so tired of being put into situations where he had to fight to not kill someone. He wanted to protect people. To exclusively fight monsters. But life was never that simple. First Caius, and then again with Tibalt, he had been pushed to his absolute limits against a man.

“If that happens, then I will deal with it,” Iris said, wrapping her arm around Remus. “You do not have to change who you are, Remus.”

“Yeah.” Azula put an arm over his chest as well. “I dealt with Tibalt, I can do it again.”

“I can’t make you do that.”

“We want to,” Iris said. Remus almost believed her.

“No, you don’t.” It was so tempting to hide behind her, to let someone else handle the darkness of the world. He knew a lot of people felt the same way. When evil reared its head, they preferred to let others act, avoiding having to make hard decisions. Perhaps if things were different and Remus had not been given the power to make a difference, he would be content to do the same. “And I refuse to be the reason you have to kill someone. If it’s ever my only choice, I will do what I have to do. Even if it means becoming a monster.”

“Remus, I told you about what happened with Irene…” Remus nodded, familiar with the story. Iris didn’t remember all the details, but Azula had filled in a lot of the blanks. “What do you think... about what I did?”

“I don’t think you're a monster, Iris,” Remus said, turning to her with a firm look. “The Stygian made you do that.”

“That’s true.” Iris looked at Azula, who was watching them silently. “But it’s not the whole truth. When Irene attacked, I saw her killing Azula and you. When I saw that… I let the Stygian take control.” Remus turned to Azula, who avoided his gaze. She knew that Iris was telling the truth. “I wanted Irene to die. She was a threat to the people I love. So I killed her. If I were in the same situation again, I would… do the exact same thing.” Iris pushed herself up, resting on her elbow. Her hair fell over her face, hiding her expression. “Does that make me a monster?”

Remus was stunned. He never thought Iris would say that. “... no.” The words came to him naturally; he didn’t know what he was going to say next. He pushed her hair out of her face; she looked more vulnerable than he had ever seen her before. Remus was reminded of Lorcan. He had been willing to turn an entire country into werewolves, risking countless deaths to protect Remus. Remus still thought the plan was insane, but on some level he could understand it. “You did the right thing. Killing is horrible, but sometimes you have to be willing to fight to protect the people you care about… I think that’s the difference between us and monsters. Monsters like Tibalt aren’t trying to protect anyone; all they want is power.”


Chapter 64: Queen Vael

It was hard to believe that the Granspire had been attacked only 2 weeks ago. There weren't any signs of damage or bloodstains. Everything was clean and pristine. There were nobles everywhere, representing the wealthiest in the nation. Remus and his teammates slipped in at the back, not wishing to garner undue attention. Everyone bowed when Queen Vael entered to take her seat, her arm in a sling — the only sign of the damage that had occurred. Even the best healers could only do so much; due to her age, she naturally healed slower.

Lady Violeta stood at her side, wearing a dress covered in spikes and heavy gothic makeup, even more extreme than was standard for a noble. She had dressed up for the occasion. Lady Violeta was the first to speak.

“A fortnight ago, on Queen Vael’s birthday, this country's mettle was tested once again.” Lady Violeta spoke at length about what had happened. She mentioned dozens of nobles, inquisitors, and others who had taken part in the defence. Each one came to the front and bowed to the queen. She would nod, or give some other subtle sign of acknowledgement, and then they’d return to their place. Remus didn’t recognise most of them. He clapped when everyone else did, and let his mind wander. It seemed so odd that Vael never seemed to speak for herself. It was also weird to hear Lady Violeta constantly refer to herself as ‘we’; Iris explained in a whisper that she was speaking on behalf of the queen and, by extension, the nation.

Eventually, Lady Violeta called up Remus and his harem. They knelt in front of the throne, Remus in the centre of the formation. “These 3 proved vital in ending the catastrophe. We are most pleased with their efforts. As such, we intend to reward you greatly for your achievements.”

A thunderous applause followed. Remus waited until it was over to speak. “I have a request, Your Majesty.” Remus planned this with Iris and Azula, neither one of them was financially motivated, so they were content to go along with it. Lady Violeta’s shock was evident.

“Considering your valour, we will listen to your request. What does your heart desire, Sir Remus?” Remus took a deep breath, preparing for the coming shitstorm.

“I want Misty pardoned.” The crowd went wild. People were shouting and jeering; some even went as far as to outright call him a traitor. Lady Violeta reared back in shock, unsure how to proceed.

“I am afraid that such a request-”

“Approved.” Vael’s voice was scarcely above a whisper, yet it silenced the room. The crowd’s opinion shifted on a dime; the anger was replaced by pleasant applause and sounds of approval.

“Ahem…” Lady Violeta cleared her throat. “That is to say, such a request can, of course, be granted.” Lady Violeta looked at Vael askance, but she made no further comment. “We have decreed that Misty shall be relinquished to your custody. But be aware, Sir Remus, that any crime she commits will be considered your responsibility from this point forward.”

Remus bowed, his girlfriends mirroring him. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Remus returned to his place in the audience, unsure what else he should do. It seemed that getting Misty released meant he wouldn’t get any further reward. Oh well. He looked at Iris and Azula, who also didn’t care.

The speeches dragged on interminably. Remus wished he could slip out, but he had no choice. Violeta talked at length about the value of their relationship with Twilsis and plans for a coming state visit once the queen had recovered. She made it clear that war was not on the table, and that trade would actually be increasing. It was all incredibly dull and meant nothing to Remus. But all bad things must come to an end.

“We have one final announcement. As many of you know, during the zombie incursion, several former knights fought to protect the citizens of our nation. As such, we have judged it appropriate to reform the Knights Order. From this day forward, the Knights District will once again be used as a base of operations for the Knights Order. Their role will be twofold. First, they will be charged with the protection of the royal household. Second, they will have the duty of policing the nobles and the inquisitors.”


Chapter 65: The Inquisitor and the Knight

With the Knights Order officially reinstated, it was finally time for Justine to meet the leaders of the new organisation. There had been a lot of secrecy around who would be leading the knights, with speculation running rampant. Many seemed to think that Lady Violeta, who had been allowed to act as the Queen's Voice, was a frontrunner, but Justine felt this unlikely. Lady Violeta had been pardoned and given control of her estate and banking interests again; this would already take up the bulk of her time.

They were meeting in the watchtower, the former headquarters of the knights, located at the top of the Knights District. It was until recently a mess, but they had managed to refurbish a few key rooms in preparation for Justine’s visit. Glur was waiting at the door.

“Glur, good to see you again,” Justine said, offering her wrist for a shake. Glur sneered at her.

“I am a knight now, call me Sir Glur,” he grunted.

“Right.” Justine lowered her hand. “Sir Glur, I am glad to see you are doing well.”

Glur nodded civilly, his dislike for her palpable. “I’m supposed to take you through.” He made a sweeping gesture with his arm, inviting her to walk ahead of him. He didn’t trust her with his back. Justine did as he asked, entering a large room with bare stone walls. Lampri was waiting for her, standing at the end of a desk made of the same material as the walls. “This is Sir Lampri, the leader of the knights.”

“Thank you for meeting with me. I look forward to working together to better this country,” Justine said, hoping to get off on the right foot. She supported the knights' reformation, but she knew that many did not believe this. “I know you have your qualms about this meeting, but I can assure you that I intend for us to be partners. I believe that working together, we can improve this city.”

Lampri dismissed Glur. “I imagine you're surprised to see me here.”

“I confess, I am. I thought you were Lady Violeta’s man,” Justine said, taking a seat. Lampri remained standing.

“Queen Vael needed an experienced retainer to lead the knights. Lady Violeta recommended me for the position.”

The knights have only just formed, yet already their assignments are political. Lady Violeta had played her hand well. Having endured Tibalt’s assault, she had spread her influence wider than ever. Justine hoped that her intentions for the city were as pure as she claimed.

“Tibalt made use of a special type of undead.” Lampri held up a file. “Tell me about it?”

“I don’t know anything about it. I never faced it directly.”

“Yes, but you thought it was the true Tibalt. For years you interacted with it, serving as his underling.” Justine fought the urge to scold him for calling her an underling. “You expect me to believe you never noticed anything was amiss?”

“I did not.” Justine had thought about the topic at length. Finding out her boss was actually an undead puppet had been a disturbing revelation. It was the sort of thing one would think they’d notice. There had been hints: his obsession with perfumes and adamant refusal to eat around anyone else. But overall, he seemed normal. He walked and talked, and did everything else a regular man could do.

“Fine. Being foolish is no crime,” Lampri said, dropping the file. “But I still want to interview you about him. We need to learn what we can so we can deal with it if we come across a similar threat in the future.”

“I’m happy to help. It’s important that we show the people that our 2 organisations are able to work well together,” Justine said, hoping to gain something positive from the meeting. So far, she had a feeling that Lampri was not going to make that easy. Lampri’s expression softened minutely.

“We all serve,” he said thoughtfully. “Service is what binds us.”

Justine blinked, surprised at the sudden change in attitude. She wasn’t going to risk offending him. “That’s true. For queen and country.”

“Quite right.”


Chapter 66: Lasting Victory

Azula hadn’t seen Bridget since the queen's birthday. The heroine was uninterested in celebrating their victory, preferring to return to one of her many homes. She told Azula she’d send her a letter when she was ready to see her. For several days, Azula heard nothing. She was beginning to think Bridget had disappeared when, out of the blue one morning, she received instructions to meet her at the house she had first shown her.

It was as messy as ever. Azula noticed she had brought in several new piles of useless junk to fill the space Azula had cleared. She sat in a chair with a caved-in seat across from Bridget; there was so little room that their legs almost touched.

“You must be happy. We won, and with the knights reinstated, this shouldn’t happen again,” Azula said, hoping to set things off on a positive note. She had seemed unusually sombre since Azula arrived.

Bridget leaned back in her seat. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

“What do you mean?”

“Eventually, the corruption will return. It might take longer. It might be faster. But those in power always seek to increase their control. There’s no reason to think the knights will remain pure.” Azula deflated.

“Well, Jasmine’s the Arch Inquisitor now; that must mean something. She can help set the bylaws and create a system that won’t let someone like Tibalt reach the top.”

“No such system exists. Any system is only as strong as those who enforce it.”

“I can’t believe that. There has to be a way.”

“Are you familiar with the Elvish Empire?”

“Huh?” Azula knew about the Elvish Empire. Before the Demon Wars, it had been the largest and most enduring empire in the world. The imperial family had ruled for so long that records weren’t even sure who the first emperor was, only going back 2000 years.

“I imagine you’ve heard the stories. About the imperial family that carried the mandate of the heavens, destined to rule for eternity until Lilith destroyed them.” Azula shifted awkwardly. It made her uncomfortable discussing Bridget’s former pupil. “That’s a lie. I lived there, and I can tell you for certain that the court of the imperial family had just as much infighting and corruption as any other. That, perhaps even more than Lilith, led to their downfall.”

“But the imperial line was unbroken.”

“Perhaps.” Bridget tilted her head, scowling. “Perhaps not. They claim the bloodline was maintained, but some of the emperors had unusual features considering their parentage. And even if they did, what good does that do? The point of the emperor is to ensure the country flourishes, but most of the time the emperor never even saw any of his people. They suffered under the nobles, while the emperor sat in his gilded cage. The golden age of the empire, if indeed there ever was one, ended long before Lilith arrived.”

Azula lowered her gaze. Most people claimed that the empire would still be the greatest country in the world if Lilith had not attacked. They had been hit hard by Lilith’s demons, with the imperial family being wiped out. Afterwards, the only ones left were those who had been so far from the line of succession that no one knew who they were or supported them. The empire limped on for a few years, but ultimately fell apart. Some of the supposed royalty managed to form minor fiefdoms, while other parts of the country fell under the domain of the local nobility. Thus, the warring elvish state period began. Since then, several leaders had attempted to reunify the empire, but all of them had failed.

“So, there’s really no way to make lasting change?”

“Immortals die, empires fall.” Bridget smiled wanly. “Nothing lasts forever.”

“Then why did you help us? If things are doomed to end up falling apart either way, what’s the point of fighting for anything?”

“When I was a young woman, I asked that very same question. It seemed like no matter what I did, things always ended up falling apart. I was desperate to believe I could find something that wouldn’t. I thought I did.” Bridget slumped in her chair, suddenly looking ancient. “He was sublime. He was strong yet kind, grand but humble, a leader who could truly understand those beneath him. In all my years, I’ve never met his equal. I believed that he would be the one who’d finally make the world a better place. That he would light the darkness, and show everyone how we should act, and make real, lasting change.”

“What happened?”

“You already know the answer.” Bridget closed her eyes for a long moment. “He told me that the point isn’t to fix everything forever, but to focus on what can be made better now. If everyone did that, the world would be a less cruel place.”

“But if it’s only temporary, why bother?”

“Because the alternative is to let the rot deepen. Thanks to you and your friends, everyone in this city is living a better life today than they would have been if Tibalt won. You may have only delayed a war with Twilsis, but that means that for now thousands of people are at home with their families, instead of dying to appease one man’s ego. That has value.”

Azula pondered her words. She felt proud that things were better, but she still wished there was something she could do to prevent someone like Tibalt seizing power again. “There must be a way. If people are the problem, we need a system that works without people.”

Bridget’s breath hitched. It was so subtle Azula nearly didn’t notice. “And if that system is imperfect, then how will it ever be fixed?”

“I…” Azula paused, her foolishness dawning on her. “I don’t know.”

Bridget’s expression hardened. Azula got the feeling that Bridget was judging her. “Be careful, my apprentice. Tibalt thought that he could make decisions for everyone, and because of that he hurt a lot of people.” Bridget climbed out of her seat with a groan. “Come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

Bridget scoffed with her back to Azula. “Did you think that your training was over because you no longer burn yourself? Your training has only just begun, apprentice.”


Chapter 67: Your Problem

They picked Misty up outside the high tower. It felt strange seeing the inquisitors, knowing they were now allies. Some even waved or wished them a good day. Remus returned their greetings without much enthusiasm. These weren’t the same ones they had fought before, but Remus still found it hard to quarantine the feeling. From what he heard, Snivel and Flamenoir were both in the dungeons of the high tower. They wouldn’t be put to death, but they would not see sunlight again.

Eventually, Justine came out the front door, escorting Misty, who was back in her civilian clothes. “Sir Remus of the Black Knights, on behalf of the inquisitors, I officially relinquish Misty to your care,” Justine said formally.

“Cool, thanks,” Remus said. He saw Iris roll her eyes to his right.

“He means that he is grateful for the delivery of the prisoner, and takes full responsibility for her from this moment forward,” Iris said, sounding bored by the entire affair.

“Oh! So if I commit a crime, it’s Remus who goes to jail now?” Misty asked. Everyone glared at her. “I’m not going to… I’m just curious how this whole thing works.”

“You should show some gratitude. Remus saved your life,” Azula said.

“I didn’t ask him to,” Misty said, crossing her arms with a petulant pout.

“She doesn’t need to thank me. It’s only right to protect people if you have the power to do so,” Remus said, raising an arm to stop Iris smacking Misty. Justine nodded, looking proud.

“Spoken like a true knight.” She offered Remus her wrist. He grabbed it, shaking her hand. “It has been an honour to fight alongside you, Sir Remus.”

“Same here.” Justine smiled good-naturedly, ignoring his casual tone. “Very well. If you have no further need for me, I shall be away.”

After a few more goodbyes, including several more handshakes and, in Azula’s case, a hug, Justine left them to their business. “So, what’s the plan now? Am I, like, part of your harem or something? Because I should warn you, I don’t do anal on the first date, so if you want anal don’t take me on a date.”

“Seriously, what’s wrong with you? This man saved you; you should be trying to repay him, even if he is too modest to accept,” Iris said.

“Did I not just offer him anal?” Misty asked, tilting her head cutely.

“Um, that’s a very generous offer, but-” Remus began.

“But that’s a different matter. Don’t worry, this isn’t thank you anal and I’m not suddenly in love with you because you fought my daddy… or his zombie clone or whatever that was. This is all very confusing. But the point I’m trying to make is that you saved me, so now I’m officially your problem.”

“What?” Remus was taken off-guard by her matter-of-fact tone.

“I was supposed to die. But you saved me, so now you’ve got to look after me.” Misty spun around playfully.

“That’s not how that works,” Iris protested.

“Hey, if he didn’t want to take care of me, he should have let daddy kill me. It would’ve been way easier, but now I’m an unemployed, broke hobo. If he doesn’t look after me, I could fall in with a bad crowd.” Misty quickly stepped over to him, stopping mere inches from him. She stood on her tiptoes, looking up at him. “You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

“No.”

“Remus, you really don’t have to,” Iris tried.

“It’s okay. She’s right, I promised to help her, and I meant it.” Remus put his hands on Misty’s shoulders, smiling at her warmly. “I’m going to take care of you. Don’t worry.”

Misty’s expression was unreadable. A mix of stunned, happy, about to cry, and bemused all at once. It only lasted a second, then she burst out laughing. “Hahaha, you're like a fairy-tale hero. I’ve never met anyone like you before. Alright, that decides it; we’re definitely doing anal later. And since you're being so nice, it’ll be my ass instead of yours.”

Remus looked at his girlfriends, who looked as baffled as he felt. He said, “I feel like you're not listening to me.”


Chapter 68: Just Sex

After picking up Misty, they had returned to the inn. Misty convinced Azula and Iris to go to bed early, saying she wanted some alone time with Remus. Remus’ girlfriends gave their consent, confirming they could have fun together, leaving them alone in the smaller bedroom.

“Misty, I don’t want to be mean, but I’m worried I’ve given you the wrong impression,” Remus said, sitting down on the double bed. This room was nearly identical to the triple he slept in before, except that the bed was smaller. “I’m not in love with you.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured. So, do you like bondage?” Misty asked, pulling out some handcuffs. “After being in prison, I kind of got the taste for it, you know?”

“Um, that’s…” Misty kept fiddling around. “I’m confused. You heard me say I’m not in love with you, right?”

“I heard. I’m not in love with you either. I think you're hot, so I want to jump your bones. That’s all. It’s cute, but you get sex doesn’t have to be some big display of love, right?” Misty said. “Sometimes it can be 2 people having fun, nothing more.”

“I guess.” Remus scratched his cheek. He had fallen for Iris and Azula pretty fast. It felt natural. “So, you want to have sex?”

“Nah, I wasn’t kidding. I don’t have sex with random guys.” Misty leaned over the bed. “So you’ll have to settle for anal.” She pulled down her shorts, exposing her plump ass. Remus’ cock stirred. Misty looked back at him over her shoulder, sticking her tongue out playfully. “Ever eaten ass before, big guy?”

“No.”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything.” She spread her cheeks, revealing her tight hole. “Get it nice and wet. If you do a good job, I might even give you a blowjob.”

“I will.” Remus buried his face between her cheeks, sliding his tongue over her ass. He was surprised by how creamy it tasted. It was nice. He teased the outside, probing minimally as he got his bearings. He kept testing new approaches, trying to use his tongue in different ways as he experimented.

His acute senses helped him pick up minute shifts in her breathing. When he made her feel good, her breath sped up, a subtle hint to keep going. Once he knew what she liked, he focused his efforts on that. “Deeper. Really get in there. If you want to fuck this hole, you’ve got to tongue it first.”

Misty twerked against his face. Her flesh slapped his cheeks. Remus grabbed them, gripping hard as he probed inside. Her ring squeezed around his tongue as he penetrated her.

“That’s it, big guy. Show me how long that tongue is.” Remus knew his tongue was exceptionally long.

Time to show off. He kept pushing his tongue further and further into her, testing her reaction. Misty was trying to act cool, pretending it wasn’t affecting her at all. Pride bubbled in Remus’ chest, demanding he cracked her façade. He wanted to make her acknowledge what he was doing to her. He moved his tongue like a piston.

Misty gasped, then whimpered, her whole body shaking. “You’re-ah-really good at that. I…” Misty covered her mouth, her moan slipping through her fingers. “Don’t stop. Yes, I’m… ah!” Her pussy twitched madly, juices leaking out as she came. Remus smirked, continuing his ministrations. He loved giving the first orgasm of a fuck session.

When she was done, he pulled back. “What was that you said about doing a good job?”

“You're really cocky, butt licker.” Misty stuck her tongue out, making a face at him.

“I know what I’m good at,” Remus said. “Hmm, maybe I am a bit cocky. But am I wrong?”

Misty’s smile showed she desperately wanted to say he was, but she couldn’t lie. “I’ll have to get you a medal. Or a trophy, do they make trophies for butt-eating?”

Remus laughed. Even now, Misty was talking nonsense. “You offered me a different reward, if you remember?”

“Oh yeah, what was that?” Misty put a finger to her lips, looking melodramatically thoughtful. “Was it a hug?”

“It wasn’t a hug.”

“Then a pat on the head.”

“It wasn’t a pat on the head.”

Misty crawled around, so she was on her hands and knees, facing him. “Oh, yeah. Now I remember.” She flipped around, leaning her head over the edge of the bed. “I was going to let you fuck my throat.”

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

“Yeah, yeah, your cock is huge. I’m sure your haremettes tell you that all the time, why don’t you whip it out and let me decide-Circe’s fine ass!” Misty gaped at the sight of his cock, her eyes wide with terror. “Okay… this is going to be fun.” She coughed into her hand. “New respect for Iris and Azula, by the way. I mean, hot damn. You could kill someone with that thing.”

“... we don’t have to do a blowjob. We can -”

“No. I’m not a quitter. When life throws a big dick in your face, you unhinge your jaw!” Misty thumped her own chest. “Ow, I hurt my boob.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I like having my tits hurt. Just throwing that out there, maybe you want to do something with that later, maybe not.” Misty stared at him passionately. “The choice is all yours. But the right choice is to play with my fat boobies.”

“You are so weird.”

“You’ve not seen anything yet. Now, slap me with that cock.” Remus held his shaft, striking her cheek with it. Misty screeched with a big grin. “Again.” It was odd, hitting her with his cock as if it were a baton. It felt vaguely surreal, but also hot in a strange way. “Damn, you can get some real force behind that thing. I didn’t expect it to feel like that.”

Remus changed pace, rubbing his cock on her face. Misty licked it as he went, getting it and her face covered in spit. “That’s it, get it nice and wet.”

“Whore,” Misty said, her tongue still out. “Call me a whore. Or a slut. Or a bitch. I don’t care what, as long as it’s degrading.”

Remus cock twitched. “Whore.” He slapped her with his member again. “Such a slutty whore, begging to be beaten with a cock.”

“I am.” Misty kissed his cock; her lips soft and yielding. “I’m a whore for you. A dirty whore, who lives to please your fat cock.”

“Enough foreplay. Time to feel the inside of your mouth.” Remus slapped her lips a few times until she opened her mouth. She lapped at the upper-side of his cock as he slipped into her upside-down mouth. He only put the tip in, wanting to ensure she wouldn’t choke. She was intimidated earlier, although she tried to hide it. He didn’t want to overwhelm her.

She suckled on the tip, her tongue flicking back and forth against it. Her eyes locked with his, beseeching him to go further. Remus hesitated. She pulled off his cock. Misty said, “I think you might be forgetting something. You may be packing some serious heat, but I can handle it.”

“Are you sure?” Misty grabbed her chin, pulling it down. The ink on her face shifted. Her cheeks stretched, her mouth gaping open over a foot wide. “Oh… right.”

“I could literally swallow a cannonball if I wanted to.” Misty winked. “But go ahead. Maybe you're so big you’ll overwhelm my stretching.”

Remus grabbed her by her buns, his fingers digging into her hair. “Fine then. No more holding back.” He shoved his cock in her mouth. Any pretence of gentleness, or giving her time to adapt, was forgotten. He fucked her face, using it brutally. Her throat was stretched around him. Remus groaned at the feeling. His balls bounced against her forehead as he ploughed into her. “You’ve got an awesome throat.”

Her tongue snaked out and wrapped around his balls. The feeling of being deep-throated so roughly while having his balls caressed so softly was magical, a perfect juxtaposition of pleasures. Remus pulled her hair hard, knowing she loved it. Spit was leaking out her mouth, making her face glisten, but it was clear from the way she looked up at him that Misty was having the time of her life. Sucking cock was like an art for her, and this was her masterpiece.

She moved in ways Remus didn’t think were possible, her tongue everywhere and her throat impossibly tight. Despite being on her back, she maintained control of her breathing, never needing a break. Remus came quicker than ever, her mastery drawing out his cum before he knew what happened. He pumped it out straight into her stomach, feeling her swallowing around him relentlessly. She wrung him dry, taking his load and keeping going until it was all gone. When she was done, she sat up, wiping her face with the back of her hand.

“Damn, not just a big cock. That load was huge.” She slapped her belly, giggling to herself. “Looks like it’s 1 all.”

“Are we competing?”

“Yep, and I’m totally gonna win.” Misty jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “How long do you need before you can go again?”

“What do you mean?” Remus was hard again.

“Nice,” Misty said. “Now, are you ready to see what an ass that can stretch to fit your mammoth cock feels like?”

Remus pushed her onto her front, mounting her. Misty laughed, reaching back and parting her cheeks to reveal the tiny hole. Looking at the hole, it seemed impossible she could take his cock inside it. He pressed the tip against it, eclipsing it entirely. “Are you sure you can handle it?”

“Please, you may be good at being tall and muscled. But I’ve got my talents, including taking fat cocks in my ass,” Misty said, her tone far too serious for her words. “Just shove it in. I’ve got a magic hole.”

“You asked for it.” Remus pushed it in. At first, it seemed infeasible, like trying to force a sofa to fit into a teacup. Then he felt her shifting underneath him, her body becoming more malleable. His cock sunk into her so fast he almost slipped, sinking inside her until he was sheathed.

“Oh yeah, that’s the stuff.” Misty twerked against him, her wet hole sliding up and down his cock. Remus stayed still, enjoying the feeling of her fucking back into him. Watching her cheeks clap together around him was addictive; he could’ve stayed there all day watching her perverse sexual dance.

A familiar desire bubbled within Remus. Fucking her wasn’t enough. He wanted to feel good, but more than that, he wanted to dominate her. He smacked her ass, a satisfying crack sounding in the air. “Faster, whore, use that hole to pleasure my cock.”

Misty gasped, looking back at him with naked need. “Yes, I’ll work hard to be a better hole for you.” Misty shook her ass harder, rolling her hips to get a better angle as he penetrated her. He smacked her again.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“I’m sorry. I forgot my manners, Mister R. I’ll be a good slut and please your cock properly, Alpha.”

“Alpha,” Remus said, trying out the name. He had never been called that before. It was a little odd, but arousing. It made him feel powerful. “I’m your alpha, and you're my bitch. I like it.” He smacked her ass again. This time he didn’t stop. He used both hands, alternating the strikes. The more he hit her, the harder she rode him, so he hit her a lot. Her ass turned red, and her pussy dripped with need as he smacked her again and again. Her masochism showed. “Such a good pain slut.”

“I am.” Misty panted, her tongue hanging out as she looked back at him over her shoulder. “I’m a dirty slut that gets off on pain.”

Remus grabbed her hair, yanking on it to make her scream. “You're my dirty slut who gets off on pain. Don’t forget, I’m your alpha.”

“Yes, my alpha, my superior, my better. You're so powerful and great, while I’m just a set of holes for you to blow your loads into.” Misty groaned, her whole body shaking. She was close. Remus sped up his spanks, watching as she lost control while bouncing on his cock.

“What’s the matter? I thought you were going to win our little contest.”

“I am. I’m…” Misty grabbed a pillow, burying her face in it, biting down on the fabric. Her ass tightened as her pussy twitched under him, then… she squirted. Her cum sprayed onto the bed as she screamed into the pillow, unable to hide the effect he was having on her.

“You’re cumming,” Remus said, smacking her ass again. “You talked such a big game, but in the end you're nothing more than a whore who gets off on abuse.”

“Yes. I am.” Her voice was muffled by the pillow. Remus yanked her back by her hair.

“What was that, whore?”

“Yes. I’m a whore. My ass belongs to you. You’ve conquered me and made me your bitch. You're the alpha, you're my alpha!” Misty’s face contorted in bliss, her tongue sticking out and her eyes crossing as tears streamed down her cheeks. The ahegao. “Please keep using my holes. My stretchy holes were made to serve your cock. It’s my purpose; my only goal in life. I’ll serve you with my ass, and you can punish me for being a stupid, slutty masochist.”

She came again immediately, squirting even harder than before. This time her scream rang throughout the air; Remus was in total control. He was dominating her body, making her feel more ecstasy than she could handle. Her movements were becoming less controlled, so he took control. He used her hair as a handhold as he slammed into her ass, her cheeks quaking from the force of his movements. Misty’s body went limp, held up by Remus’ grip on her hair.

He fucked her like a rag doll. She came again, 3 more times in as many minutes. Remus kept fucking her throughout, pushing her to feel more and more pleasure. He released her hair, letting her drop onto the bed so he could focus all his attention on her ass. “Such a good bitch.” He gripped her ass, feeling his fingers sink into her elastic cheeks. “I’m going to cum-”

“Inside. Cum inside me. I want to feel your hot, alpha jizz deep in my fuck-hole!”

He came deep inside her, flooding her insides with a deluge of his cum. Misty’s face lit up as he filled her, his cum pushing ever deeper as he kept going. When he pulled out, her ass was left a gaping mess, flooded with cum. She fell on her side, his jizz leaking out of her.

“You're all loose now,” Remus mocked. Misty laughed manically.

“You gaped my ass. I can stretch, but somehow you managed to make me a gape-slut.” She slapped her own ass. “You really tamed me. No other man could do this to me.”

“You were acting so tough earlier, yet now you're being so sweet and submissive.” Remus grabbed her thighs. “I like it. Being a submissive slut suits you.”

“Then I’ll be extra submissive. I live to serve my alpha.” Misty licked her lips. “What do you want to do with me next?” Remus looked at the cum drooling out of her ass onto the bed. He knew that Iris would clean it up if she were in Misty’s place. “You want me to drink the cum from my own ass?”

Remus looked at her oddly. “How did you know?”

“I’m a mind reader,” Misty joked. She crawled around the bed, sticking her ass in the air as she sniffed his cum. “I’ll be a good sub and give it a taste. But before when you came down my throat I didn’t really taste it, so if I don’t like it I’m not gonna swallow.”

“Okay.” Iris and Azula tended to praise the taste of his cum. But they were both kind of crazy about that sort of thing. He couldn’t expect Misty to be the same way. She stuck out her tongue, dipping the tip into the puddle.

“This is what cum tastes like?” Misty asked, looking like she had discovered a fundamental rule of the universe was wrong. Remus was about to say something when she slurped up a glob, closing her eyes with bliss. “Oh, fuck yeah, this is the good stuff.”

“You like it?” Misty opened her mouth to show off her prize, then swallowed deliberately.

“You should sell this. You’d make a killing, though customers might not like your delivery method.” She put a finger in her ass, covering it in goo before sticking it in her mouth. “They might think it’s a little unhygienic.”

Remus snorted. “I’ve not had any complaints so far.”

“You’ve got them dick-whipped.” Misty clicked her tongue. “Not me though, I’m way too…” She cut herself off, licking a wet patch on the sheets. “Almost missed a drop.” She wiped her forehead dramatically. “Phew.”

“Good thing you're not dick-whipped,” Remus said. He sat on the bed, smirking at her. Misty stared at his cock.

“Uh-huh.”

Remus had an idea. “What sort of things do you think a dick-whipped slut would do to get more cum?”

Misty ran her tongue over her lips. “Hypothetically.” She got on all fours, crawling towards him in slow motion. “A slut like that would probably get off on being humiliated by her alpha.” She dragged out the word alpha, swaying her chest from side to side. “I bet a slut like that would want to push things further. You gaped my — I mean her — ass, so why stop there?”

“What do you mean?” Misty’s smile was so dirty, it gave Remus a boner. She leaned over and whispered her idea in his ear. It was even better than he anticipated. Remus stood up. He opened a drawer and pulled out 2 sets of leather cuffs.

“Are you sure you can handle this?”

“I’ve been fantasising about this for a long time. You wouldn’t want to disappoint me, would you?” Misty flipped onto her back in an impressive display of athleticism. Remus put the cuffs on her, binding each ankle to the arm on the same side, with only a short chain connecting them. This meant the only position she could stay in was one with her ass held up, pointing at Remus. She was still gaping open, her ass practically begging him to put something inside it.

So he did. Steepling his fingers, he pushed them into her ass. Like before, she was able to stretch around him with unbelievable ease, her ass clinging to him throughout. “You really are a born anal whore.”

“Aw, you say such sweet things.” Misty cooed. Her pussy glistened in the light, tears dripping out of it onto his arm. “But I don’t want you to be sweet. I want you to treat me like the cock-whipped pathetic cunt I am.”

Remus smirked at her. “You're crazy.” He pulled his hand back a little, then shoved it back in hard and fast. Misty cried out in joy, her pussy twitching like crazy.

“More.” Remus let go of his restraint, ploughing into her with his full strength. Misty was strong, strong enough to take the rough treatment of her poor ass. He pushed deeper with each thrust, her ass endlessly expanding.

Her position meant Remus could see the full effect he was having on her. Like before, her face was a slutty mess. Tears streamed down her cheeks, ruining her makeup as she moaned. She kept begging for more, wanting Remus’ fist to stretch her out. He wasn’t done. “Your pussy. I want to taste it.”

“Do it. Lick my cunt while you break my ass.” Remus slurped at her cunt. The effect was instantaneous. She came, squirting against his face. “Ah! It’s too good, both at the same time. I’m in heaven!”

Remus kept licking her, his fist still buried inside her. She was having the time of her life; he didn’t want to end things prematurely. Her ass was clinging to his arm, slipping higher each time he thrust into her. He had never been so far inside a woman before. It was bizarre, but undeniably hot. “Only a real slut begs to have her ass ruined.”

“I know. I don’t care. My ass is only good for serving your glorious cock, as long as you still use me I’ll be happy. You're my —” She tugged on her chains, screaming silently as her latest orgasm tore through her. Remus' tongue whipped her clit repeatedly, watching as she devolved into a squirming mess under his tender care. “I — this —”

“You like it, don’t you?”

“I LOVE IT.” Misty arched towards him, then fell backwards, making Remus’ hand slip out of her. He wiped it off with a towel. She fell to her side, giggling like a crazy person. “Thank you… that was… so much better than I dared dream.”

“I liked it too.” Remus showed her his hard cock. “But we still have some unfinished business."

“Do it. Whichever hole you want, it’s yours. As long as I get to taste your cum, I don’t care. Ass-to-mouth is what a dirty whore like me deserves.” She struggled towards him, extending her tongue. Remus undid her cuffs, letting her move normally.

“On your knees. This time, you're going to worship my cock.” Remus snapped his fingers, pointing to the ground. Misty crawled down, kneeling with her head hanging.

“As you wish. You are my alpha, and I will worship the cock that gives me your delicious cum.” Misty looked up at him, a picture of perfect submission. “Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. I want to be a good bitch.”

Remus knew he was acting like a crazy person. It didn’t bother him. He was way too turned on to stop. “First, kiss my feet. Show gratitude to me for letting you kneel in my presence.”

“Yes, Alpha.” Misty shuffled backwards to make room, then pressed her lips against each foot. “Thank you for letting this inferior fuck toy kneel before you. I am unworthy.”

“Kiss my cock.”

“It’s an honour.” She said it so earnestly that Remus actually believed her for a second. She held eye contact the whole time, her beautiful lips brushing against the tip of his cock. “May I service your cock, Alpha?”

“Go ahead.” She parted her lips, moving forward languidly. Remus' legs felt weak. This blowjob was nothing like the one earlier. Before, it had been rough and wild. This time, everything felt so careful and deliberate. Ritualistic. She wasn’t merely giving pleasure; she was praising his cock. Remus never told her to, but she knew to keep her hands crossed behind her back and her eyes locked on his own. She took her time, dragging it out to extend his bliss. Everything she did was for him, focused on showing him the worship he deserved.

She pulled back, briefly disappointing him. Then she wrapped her tits around his cock, smothering him in her fun bags. “I need to worship you with all of my body,” Misty said. She grabbed a bottle of oil from the counter, extending her arm to reach it. Remus watched in wonder as she covered his cock and her boobs in it, making them glisten in the low candlelight.

Then she started to move. It was magical. Her boobs were so smooth and slick, gliding up and down on his cock as she looked up at him. When she could, she’d flick her tongue over the tip, slurping up his precum with unabashed joy.

“These are your boobies,” Misty said, her fingers digging into them. “They exist to be fucked by your cock.” Remus moved his hips. Misty caught his cock in her mouth, sucking on it for the second it was available. “That’s it. Use me. You are my alpha.”

It was too tempting an offer to refuse. Remus lost all track of time as she served him. His concentration was on her, making sure he didn’t miss a single moment of her act of pure submission. If he could, he would’ve happily spent hours standing there, having his cock tenderly sucked by the normally manic beauty. She really is beautiful. Affection filled Remus as he watched her. But more than that was a desire to possess her. He wanted her to be his, and no one else's. She was his. All of her attention was honed in on him. Serving his dick was all she cared about; all she existed for.

All good things must come to an end. Misty cried out in joy when his cock stiffened. “Do it. Cum in my mouth, Alpha. Please, I’ve worked so hard to taste your delicious jizz again. I want it so bad.” Remus tried to fight back his orgasm, but his body won. He released into her mouth with a grunt, only then realising he hadn’t said a word the entire time. It felt as if speaking would somehow diminish the moment. He was too present. He filled her mouth, watching as her cheeks filled up. She swallowed. Then her cheeks filled up again.

Being teased for so long while he tried to hold it back had dragged a lot out of Remus. His body responded accordingly. He filled her mouth thrice, and then some. When it was over, she opened her mouth, grinning around her reward. “You did well,” Remus said, his affection showing in his voice. “That was... something else.”

Misty swallowed, licking the remaining cum off her lips. “What can I say? I’m a natural cum slut.” She wiggled her tongue at him. Remus snorted with a roll of his eyes.

“I mean it. That was amazing. How did you learn to do that?” Misty tilted her head, confused.

“I took a class at the Thieves Guild,” she said sarcastically. “It was all guessing, big guy.” She smirked at him. “Like I said, I’m a natural.”

“You really are.”

“Hey, stop giving me the googly eyes. Just because I’m a suck-machine doesn’t mean you need to profess your love for me.” She slapped her pussy. “We didn’t even have sex-sex, just good old fashion anal. It’s basically the same as if we shook hands.”

“I wasn’t going to say that,” Remus said, sitting back onto the bed. “Do you want to sleep here tonight? We could cuddle.” Misty looked at him, narrowing her eyes. “Cuddling isn’t inherently romantic.”

“Fine. But this better not be a trick. I’m your slam piece, nothing more.” Remus lied back, letting her climb into his arms. He wrapped around her, the scent of her hair filling his nose. He pulled her closer, getting as close together as he could.

“Yeah,” Remus lied. “Nothing more.”


Chapter 69: Tibalt

Justine descended the spiral staircase to the dungeon. Originally, Tibalt was held in the dungeon of the high tower, but the queen had him moved, fearing that loyalists might try to aid his escape. He was sent to the Granspire’s dungeon.

It was a mess. It hadn’t been used for centuries; even in the era of the knights it was considered outmoded. Its security was top-notch. It was located near the base of the Granspire, with no windows and only one entrance accessible via a single staircase. To provide effective security, guards only had to be posted on the small secondary staircase, which was not a thoroughfare and could only be accessed from the area 2 floors above.

The problem was this meant the cells had no natural light or airflow. The air felt stale and damp at the same time. It carried the stench of the rotting flesh of prisoners who had long since died. The reason it was decommissioned was that it was considered too cruel. Plans had been made to use it as a storage room, but there were concerns about the smell ruining anything put in there, so it had been sealed off instead. Now, centuries later, it was reopened, and a single prisoner was placed inside it.

Justine found Tibalt sitting on the floor with his eyes closed, his legs folded in the lotus position. His cell was bare, with a tough-looking mattress on the floor, a bucket, and nothing more. Tibalt himself was wearing loose grey prisoner robes and no shoes. Justine was fascinated seeing the real Tibalt. For so many years, she had thought him a powerful, implacable man. Yet the real person was so fragile and weak. When she approached his cell, she felt the runes activate, preventing her from casting any spells.

“Tibalt,” she said by way of greeting.

“Another visitor,” Tibalt opened his eyes, standing up. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Justine… Or I suppose it’s Lady Justine now.”

“Don’t worry about titles. We won’t be talking enough for them to matter.”

“Titles always matter, my dear. To deny a person their title is to deny a part of who they are.” Tibalt approached the bars. “I imagine you too want to know how I made my special zombie.” He said the final words in a joking tone, clearly amused by the title given to the talking zombie he had created.

“I know you won’t tell me. We’ve searched your properties at length but found nothing useful. You covered your tracks well.”

“Planning is everything,” Tibalt said proudly. “But fate can ruin even the best of plans. So, you want something else? Tell me what it is: as a gentleman, I promise to help you in any way I wish.”

Justine rolled her eyes at his wordplay. “You seem to be in good spirits, considering you lost.”

“Did I?” Justine gestured to his cell. “Yes, admittedly these are not quarters befitting a man of my breeding… or any man for that matter. But a man who tries to avoid all misery is doomed to fail. I knew this may be my fate.”

“Funny, I imagined you a sore loser.”

“Your mistake, my dear, is assuming that I lost.” Tibalt smiled his infuriating smile. “Yes, I’m in a cell, but my legend… that can never be imprisoned. The whole city is probably talking about me right now, discussing the great Tibalt, the bastard prince who brought Necrum to her knees. I imagine the queen is desperate to execute me. She can’t risk my breaking out or being captured by those who would try to use me as a rallying point against her. But that’s fine. It’ll be a grand spectacle, truly one for the history books. The death of the most dangerous man in history!”

“No one told you, did they?” Justine asked, her amusement showing on her face.

“Told me what.” Tibalt narrowed his eyes.

“No one knows what you did.”

“What?” Tibalt asked, sounding so wound up Justine thought he might actually have a heart attack.

“The official story is that the zombie attack was orchestrated by a terrorist who was killed by Sir Remus and his team,” Justine said. She had helped convince Queen Vael of the plan. “As far as everyone is aware, you died early on in the battle, leading to chaos as communications broke down with no clear successor to take your place.”

“That’s… people will know the truth. You can’t possibly expect to bury this.”

Seeing his distress, Justine felt schadenfreude. “It was surprisingly simple. You had done such a good job covering your tracks, so precious few people knew what you were up to. I suppose a few people here and there probably know the truth, but no one’s willing to risk contradicting the queen. Besides, ultimately it doesn’t matter what people know. The official records are controlled by the royal family, and they’ll mark this as a terrorist attack.”

“So, my place in history is as an Arch Inquisitor and nothing more?”

I really shouldn’t be enjoying this so much. Justine schooled her expression into something resembling neutrality. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course not.”

“Yes, naturally —”

“You served for less than a year; the official records don’t mention you at all. It jumps straight from Sir Faroghtonme to me,” Justine said. Tibalt’s scream of fury was the loudest thing Justine had ever heard. He threw himself at the bars, smashing his shoulders into the metal in a vain attempt to grab her.

“How dare you? You miserable cretin. Come here.” Justine stayed still, letting him tire himself out. She had measured the distance to ensure he couldn’t reach her.

“Well, that’s all I wanted to say. In truth, I have no questions for you. I only wanted to see what you looked like, with your zombies no longer around and your titles stripped away…” He kept clawing at her, pressing himself into the bars to try to get closer. Another inch and his fingers would brush against her shirt. “It’s been enlightening. The truth is, with all that gone… there isn’t much to see.” Justine walked away. Tibalt had once been a huge figure in her life, and so many others. He’d had the potential at one point to cause real damage to the nation, but that time had passed. He had no subordinates left, and his daughter was no longer loyal to him. Even his magic was gone. All that was left was a small, weak man, screaming at his own impotence.

“You’ll regret this. I will have my revenge,” he called out, his voice growing fainter as Justine climbed the spiralling steps. “You hear me! This isn’t over. My story isn’t over.”
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