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Chapter 1


Two people stood in an empty chamber deep below a lavish manor. Dozens of blazing torches lined the stone walls, broken only by the staircase leading up and a gargantuan glowing gate opposite it.

One of these people was a man named Talarys—usually called Rys. He carefully inspected the floor of the room, which was presently covered in glowing red symbols and shapes. This was a summoning circle, drawn by Rys himself.

“Looks right,” he said aloud. “It’s been a while since I’ve summoned a demon prince.”

“Don’t say it like that,” the other person stammered out. She was Tyrisa, a knowledge devil who specialized in contracts and administration.

Rys towered over her petite figure. She wore a tailored black business jacket and skirt, although she undid enough buttons that she would appear sultry if she had any cleavage to show off. Instead, she became cute, in an earnest way. Lavender twintails and a pair of candy cane horns completed her look.

“Didn’t you summon Prince Grigor?” Tyrisa asked, eyes wide and voice shaking. “Shouldn’t this be the same thing?”

“I know Grigor’s true name. The summoning process is a lot easier.” Rys shrugged. “This is the first real test of my summoning power since I awoke. Fred’s an old pal, but he’s still a demon prince. He can beat up dragons.”

“Then why am I here?” Tyrisa wailed. She clutched a set of papers against her chest as tears welled up in her eyes.

“Shush.”

Rys had been preparing this ritual for weeks. Up until several months ago, he had been sealed away, dead to the world. Since then, he had built his own nation in this archipelago, crushed his closest opponent, and was preparing to expand his territory.

But right now, he needed to regain his lost power. Through the glowing gate in this chamber lay the Labyrinth that stretched across the entire archipelago. The unnatural magic within it still prevented Rys from leaving his manor or the Labyrinth, and also prevented him from using his full strength. It even held some of his memories hostage.

This ritual circle would summon a demon prince who could help Rys overcome the challenges within the Labyrinth.

Of course, the real reason the ritual had taken weeks to prepare had been the manor itself. Put simply, this demon prince was big.

So big that Rys had spent weeks redesigning all the sub-levels to accommodate the obscenely huge demon he was about to summon. Even the staircase leading to this chamber had been widened, and the cargo lift greatly reinforced—just in case.

With a snap of his fingers, Rys activated the summoning circle. The entire chamber glowed a hellish red. An observer might think the Devil Queen herself was about to appear, given how powerful the light was.

The entire room flashed with red light, and darkness shrouded the interior of the circle.

When it disappeared, a 20 foot tall giant stood inside the summoning circle. His entire body was built from muscle and fat, and Rys knew from experience that not even enchanted ballistae bolts could puncture this demon’s skin. Runic plate armor covered the demon’s limbs, but his chest was unprotected. The demon prince held a halberd as large as he was, and it glowed with dwarven runes.

Four glowing, triangular eyes glared balefully down at Rys.

“Fuck, Fred, I don’t know how you managed it, but you got even fatter while I was asleep,” Rys said. “Did you find a Gift of Obscene Size or something?”

A long-suffering sigh escaped Fred. “Rys. I had suspected something was happening when Grigor stopped responding to my messages. Well, I suppose it will be like old times, then.”

“Yeah, the handsome one, the fat one, and the muscly one,” Rys said.

“Technically, I’m all three.”

“You’re certainly big enough to be.”

Tyrisa stared in horror at Rys as he repeatedly insulted Fred. Her legs visibly shook, and he worried that she would collapse at any moment.

Rys didn’t blame her, as Fred was worthy of respect on the surface. Like Grigor, he belonged to one of the greatest races of noble demons. Where Grigor was Kashlovian, a renowned race of hunters and powerful warriors, Fred was Bausfrahr.

Both Argran and Araunth—the greatest demon lords alive—were Bausfrahr. Simply belonging to the race granted a demon glory. They were demons of great resilience and charisma.

Rys looked at the endless rolls of flesh pouring off Fred’s massive body. Well, he certainly had the resilience part down. Very little got through that thick, flabby hide. And what did, faced Fred’s regeneration Gift, making him near indestructible. He could fall asleep in battle and win by default.

“Well, I suppose you have a contract,” Fred said, before spotting Tyrisa. “Oh, there it is. Hmm, you seem familiar.”

The demon prince bent over until he reached the edge of the summoning circle. A wall of light appeared, holding him inside. He stared down at Tyrisa, then licked his lips.

“Those horns of yours look too delicious for me to have forgotten them. How many like her do you have, Rys? I remember that you used to have a real taste for Calosceme knowledge devils like her. I suppose you must be behind all the others that have been summoned recently.”

Tyrisa threw Rys a look of betrayal, despite how close she was to dying from fright.

Rys narrowed his eyes. “I’ve only got the one, Fred.” He scowled. “Damn, Darus said there were knowledge devils active here. I should have asked her how many.”

“A problem?” Fred raised an eyebrow. “Well, I suppose you wouldn’t be summoning me if there weren’t people to kill, armies to crush, and cities to sack.” The demon chuckled. “The contract?”

Tyrisa tiptoed up to the edge of the circle and pushed one set of her papers through the wall of light. Fred snatched them up with his massive claws.

“Um, should I go produce a larger copy?” she asked, voice quivering.

“Unnecessary.” The demon prince waved a hand in the air.

Then he sat down and reached into his armor. A small metal case encrusted with gold and jewels appeared, and Fred retrieved a set of massive spectacles. They had four lenses and a complex construction that enabled them to sit on his bestial visage. Once he perched them on his face, Fred painstakingly reviewed the contract.

“I’ve never seen a demon prince read a contract himself,” Tyrisa whispered, looking at Rys.

Fred laughed, as he had overheard her. “That’s because you’re from the Lesser Courts. I remember you, now. You had a reputation due to your refusal to get a Gift. Everything went to hell—pardon the pun—when you disappeared. A lot of infernals relied on your contract services. Honesty and competence can rarely be bought.”

“Depends on what you’re paying with,” Rys said.

“Very true.” Fred nodded. “I’ve done well to remember that.”

Tyrisa looked between Rys and Fred in confusion.

“You don’t know who Fred is?” Rys asked. “I figured you’d know all the really old infernals, given how few there are.”

“I know Grigor…” she mumbled.

“This is Prince Frederick. I call him Fat Fred for obvious reasons.” Rys gestured to the gigantic demon, who ignored him. “He’s one of Demon Lord Argran’s disciples. Which is how I got lumped with him back in the day. Argran asked me to babysit. Speaking of which, why are you working for Ariel now?”

“She made a very attractive offer several centuries ago.” Fred straightened the papers in his claws with a snap. “Her deal with Kushan weakened her ranks enough that she had no choice. Grigor received a similar offer, but refused. It worked out for him in the end. Now that you’re back, it’s not like anything we did in Hell mattered.”

The demon prince let out another deep laugh, and this one echoed off the walls. It was an excellent evil laugh, Rys had to admit.

“I have some changes to make,” Fred said.

“To suggest, you mean. I hold all the cards here, Fred,” Rys said.

“Under healing services, I want a clause that prevents Amelia from providing them,” Fred said. Fear crept into his voice.

“Who?” Tyrisa asked.

“A very powerful Lilim that used to serve me,” Rys said, before turning to Fred. “I don’t have Amelia.”

“Yet.” The terror in Fred’s eyes brooked no compromise.

“Fine. Tyrisa, add that clause to the contract.”

“And Asa. I want her added as well,” Fred said.

“She doesn’t even have healing powers,” Rys replied.

“Exactly my point,” the demon prince growled. “And don’t even pretend you won’t summon her. She’ll find a way to summon herself and whine at you if you don’t.”

Rolling his eyes, Rys gestured for Tyrisa to make the change. She did so, even if she looked very confused.

Fred flicked through the pages of the contract, careful not to shred the tiny pages with his gargantuan claws. The size difference gave the scene a comical appearance. It would be like if Rys tried to read a contract printed on paper the size of his palm. The fact Fred was used to this spoke volumes about how Hell worked.

“Ah, here we are,” Fred said, holding the contract aloft. “I want this part adjusted. It says I’m not allowed to eat people. Surely there’s an allowance for eating enemies?”

“Holy shit, Fred, I summon you to Harrium for the first time in centuries and all you’re worried about is whether you can eat an army?” Rys laughed. “You do remember that the definition of ‘enemy’ doesn’t include anyone that looks at you funny?”

“Yes, yes. I realize things will be a touch more civilized under you. But surely you understand the intimidation value of eating the enemy commander in front of his subordinates?” Fred said.

“I understand a lot more than the intimidation value. Whatever. You kept yourself under control last time, and I doubt you’ve changed much despite the centuries.” Rys waved at Tyrisa again.

Fred argued with Tyrisa over several more items, before eventually feeling satisfied with the final contract. While the knowledge devil used her magic to alter all three copies of the contract—one for Rys, one for Fred, and one for her records—Fred eyed Rys.

“You still haven’t explained what you’re doing here. Or where we are,” the demon prince said. “I don’t particularly care where you’ve been, but I don’t see or hear the level of activity I’d expect. Nobody in Hell even knows you’re back. Even after all this time, both Ariel and Malusian still believe you’re alive. Unlike Duar, nobody confirmed your death.”

“Really?” Rys wondered who had sealed him away if that was the case.

“Duar?” Tyrisa tilted her head, her voice quivering.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know the name of Malusian’s former right-hand devil, and one of the longest-lived infernals ever?” Rys asked her.

“Of course I do! But why compare the two of you?” she asked.

Fred tutted her. “Duar and Rys were inseparable as Malusian’s generals. The true administrators of the Empire. Argran had his armies, Lacrissa her schemes, and Malusian deigned to be a king, but Duar and Rys kept the endless chaos operating for centuries after the Cataclysm.”

“You’re giving me far too much credit,” Rys said.

Tyrisa stared at him as if he had grown a second head. “You? Acting humble?”

“Duar dates back to the Emergence, Tyrisa. He battled every race that has walked on Harrium and lived to tell the tale. More importantly, he made me a general. Without him, I doubt I would have escaped Lacrissa’s clutches.” Rys’s face hardened at the memories.

“He… he died when Ruathym fell, didn’t he? The Forever Banishing?”

“Yes. When the last portal to Hell was destroyed, Duar was there to defend it. He died,” Rys said.

“A sad day,” Fred uttered. “It truly does feel like yesterday when we entered the shattered throne room and saw his lifeless body. Millennia of greatness, snuffed out at once without a witness.”

Silence reigned for close to a minute. Tyrisa bit her lip, aware that she had dug up old memories.

Rys brought them back to the present, and asked Fred, “Have you heard of the Tolaran Archipelago?”

As if the earlier conversation hadn’t even happened, Fred bounced back. “No. Does it have good food? Alcohol? Unique delicacies?”

“I’ve had some very interesting herbal whiskeys. They make the stuff strong enough to give even Grigor and me hangovers,” Rys offered.

Fred sighed. “Well, it’s a start. So we’re in the middle of nowhere. You’re conquering the place?”

“Of course.”

“And I’m sure there are some locals who adore what you’re doing, and even more who feel that you are evil incarnate.”

Rys frowned. “Actually, it’s not so bad this time. There are some mages to the south that everybody hates, so I’m getting off lightly.”

“Ah, moral relativity. Your bread and butter.” Fred grinned, causing Tyrisa to recoil as she tried to hand him the contract.

He took the contract, briefly checked it, then signed it. The magical circle flared with light, then dulled. Fred rose to his full height, his horns getting awfully close to the ceiling.

Then he looked at Rys and blinked. “Hmm. Things really are different. I suppose I’ll have to ask Grigor for the story behind why your power is reduced.”

Fred was a demon, and all demons had a form of soulsight that allowed them to see the level of magical power within a person. Devils had a different version, and it allowed them to see emotions. Angels could tell truth from lie.

“That’s for the best. He’s in command of the military of the kingdom, so the two of you can work out what you do. I’ll need both of you for something soon, but it can wait,” Rys said.

They approached the staircase and Tyrisa went ahead, terrified of being so close to Fred now that he was free. Rys spent a few moments appreciating the tight fit of her miniskirt. Meanwhile, Fred eyed the cargo lift.

Rys had been right to reinforce the thing.

After several long, thoughtful moments, Fred ascended the staircase, taking the steps six or seven at a time. Rys followed, and the two made small talk.

Once at the top, Tyrisa waited several dozen feet away. Fred looked around, then focused on a seemingly random wall. He had likely spotted Grigor with his soulsight, which functioned through solid objects.

“We should have some drinks later,” Fred said. “I’ll talk to Grigor about this whiskey. Do you have a good chef here?”

“We have cooks who aren’t imps or Lilim,” Rys said.

“That counts, by my standards. Good day, Rys.” The demon prince ambled off, his footsteps thundering through the halls.

After he left, Tyrisa collapsed and stared up at Rys in annoyance. “Why did I need to be down there? He was going to eat me!”

Now that the ritual had been finished, demons emerged from the various rooms around them. The sub-levels of the castle were simple stone halls built purely for the demons and devils in Rys’s employ. They knew that Rys had been summoning a powerful demon prince, because everything had become significantly more spacious in the past few weeks.

Demons watched Fred from behind, before looking at Rys with a renewed appreciation. Then they resumed their usual duties. Several of them descended the stairs, as they needed to guard the Labyrinth gate. Imps buzzed out from their hidey-holes in order to clean up the ritual circle Rys had left behind.

Rys hefted Tyrisa by the arm and pulled her with him as he walked. She whined for several seconds as she struggled to keep up. Then they ascended together to the above ground levels of the manor.

“Shouldn’t you be used to his type?” Rys asked. “You worked in Ariel’s courts. Demon princes are a dime a dozen there. And you should have been getting offers from them practically daily. Talented Calosceme knowledge devils are valuable in any court.”

He had originally summoned Tyrisa because he wanted a knowledge devil who could handle contracts, but wouldn’t raise too much attention. Unfortunately, his eye for talent had been too good. Tyrisa was exceptional.

Fred’s comment about her absence creating turmoil meant Rys had picked too talented of a knowledge devil. Despite that, nobody had connected her to Rys.

At least, he hoped not.

While Rys’s power was sealed away, he wanted to avoid attention from Hell. Even though his former employers existed on a completely separate plane of existence, they retained influence here. If they knew Rys was back, they would do everything possible to control him. Only he had the power to bring the greatest infernals back to Harrium.

“I never dealt with powerful demon princes directly,” Tyrisa mumbled. “And nobody offered me anything. I didn’t have a knowledge Gift. Who wants a knowledge devil who doesn’t have any knowledge?”

That wasn’t how it worked. Or at least, it hadn’t. Perhaps Hell had become more dysfunctional in his absence?

Once topside, Rys sent Tyrisa on her way. Before she complained, he thanked her for her contract work.

She glowed red, then puffed out her chest. “Of course. I’m your Chief of Staff.”

Then she bounced away. At least she was easy to handle, and not merely because of her built-in handlebars.

Feeling as though he had spent too much of the day cooped up in the sub-levels, Rys stepped outside. His manor was a single, large hollow square, with a huge central courtyard full of hedges and an impressive fountain. Little hideaways and decorative features provided spaces for people to relax in peace.

Or, as often happened, have a little lewd fun in the sun. Rys had quickly learned to place soundproofing spells on a lot of the hedges. The Lilim were frisky.

“Oh, there you are,” a female voice said.

Vallis approached him from the undercover walkway that ran along the outer edges of the courtyard. She was his trusted administrator of the kingdom—his viceroy, officially. Her long black hair flowed freely past her shoulders while her brown eyes curved slightly upon spotting him. Her black top hugged her figure tightly, emphasizing the sheer size of her chest.

She had been showing a lot more cleavage lately, Rys realized. And dressing more expensively. Vallis disliked wearing dresses, but her skirts and stockings grew in elegance each day. He expected to see her wearing lacy garters soon.

“Did you need me for something?” Rys asked. “I’m assuming this isn’t about dull administrative matters.”

“You realize that those dull administrative matters are part of your job, oh glorious King Talarys?” she mocked. “You can’t just lounge around in your office all day with Maria under the desk, and pretend you’re working.”

“Maybe, but that’s why you’re the viceroy. So I can lounge around and enjoy being a king.” He raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think I spend that much time with Maria?”

Maria was one of Rys’s other administrators. Officially, she was the local duchess and ruled the territory on behalf of Rys, who was the king. In truth, she enjoyed the power games that Rys played with her, and the way he used her body most days.

“If you did, then she’d complain less over drinks. I get the feeling the only way she’d be happy would be if you tied her to your bed and left her there.” Vallis laughed. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about getting a bodyguard. For me and Maria.”

Rys kept his expression neutral. A request for a bodyguard could mean many things. He had been cultivating Vallis slowly, letting her decide who and what she was interested in, but that came with risks.

Given Maria also needed a bodyguard, Rys doubted this request came with strings attached.

Before he answered, he saw a set of huge, black fluffy tails flit past. They had been within the hedges of the courtyard.

Curiously, he had also seen a separate set of white tails.

“Vallis, has Fara returned?” he asked.

Fara was one of Rys’s subordinates, and she had been visiting her home village recently. Her return was something he had looked forward to. For many reasons.

“Hmm? Yeah, about an hour or two ago. I let her know you were busy with a summoning,” Vallis replied.

“Let’s walk and talk.” He rushed to follow the fluffy trail. “Haven’t the infernals been good enough as bodyguards?”

“I mean, they’re great. The Ashen light stuff on fire, the Malakin deal with assassins before they get close, and the Lilim… distract people.” Vallis coughed. “But I’m worried about more dangerous enemies. Maria had Barul before. He was damn strong—Fara told me that he put a fucking sword through you. I want someone like that.”

Rys spotted that flicker of white again. It didn’t belong to Fara.

Fara was a mystic fox with four gorgeous black fox tails. They were tipped white, but these new tails appeared to be solid white.

“Is this because of the Malus League?” Rys asked.

“Yeah. They’re nasty. Fara told me about her fight against the combat magister who worked for Compagnon. What happens if the League sends somebody like that against me or Maria?” Vallis frowned as they increased their pace, and she tugged on his arm in an attempt to slow him down.

He obliged. It didn’t matter, as they approached the center of the courtyard. The soundproofing spells weren’t active here, and he heard two female voices.

So, Fara had returned with a friend. A mystic fox friend.

That struck Rys as dangerous. Fara had been hostile to him at first, and only held back due to Vallis. Another mystic fox might not be so hesitant.

“That’s fair. Do you have any ideas of where we’d recruit someone strong enough to match Fara in capability?” Rys asked.

When Vallis winced, he stopped and faced her.

“I didn’t mean to reproach you,” he corrected. “But that is the minimum level of strength necessary for a bodyguard who can replace the devils you’re currently using.”

“Right.” Vallis sighed. “I had a few recommendations, but nothing close to her. Maria did say there might be someone strong enough on Dalyros. We’ve been inundated with marriage requests. While we’re not interested in them, they might be useful for another reason.”

“You can look for a powerful warrior who might be interested in leaving the Federation,” Rys said. “I’m still unconvinced.”

“Oh, c’mon. Dalyros is full of wolfkin. All I’d need to attract them is a big, fat bone, a fancy kennel, maybe an offer to stroke their tail.” Vallis winked at him. “I’m kidding. But, really, where else might we find a powerful bodyguard?”

“I summon one,” Rys said.

Before their discussion could continue, the two of them stepped into the clearing in the middle of the courtyard. A marble fountain occupied most of the space, and water jetted into the air above it.

The two female voices from earlier fell silent. Their owners stared at Rys and Vallis.

Fara looked as beautiful as ever, with shoulder-length jet-black hair and blue eyes. Her usual tight-fitting black outfit revealed her muscled, pale-skinned thighs and cleavage. All four of her black tails and her fox ears stood bolt upright.

Another fox stood next to her and was roughly the same short height as Fara, and had a similar lithe build. Her amber eyes lit up at the sight of Rys. If he had to guess, he’d say she was an older teenager, by fox standards. The equivalent of 18 or 19, and keen to prove it, judging from the sultry looks that she threw at Rys. Her three white tails had red tips and weaved through the air behind her.

“Holy shit, Fara, I didn’t know you were pregnant when you left!” Vallis blurted out. “And what a baby. She has to be at least 100 pounds.”

Fara slapped a hand on her face, which reddened. Her frustration was plain to see, and Rys knew she was resisting the urge to hit Vallis. He watched as her tails and ears drooped, as she stopped panicking.

“I’m not a baby,” the younger fox muttered. Then she perked back up and smiled brightly at Rys. “Is this Talarys, Auntie Fara? He looks even more awesome than the rumors say. Those muscles must be made out of actual steel.”

“Mina, speak with respect to His Majesty,” Fara scolded.

Since when had Fara ever called him by an honorific?

Mina caught Rys’s look of disbelief and smirked.

“Oh? Do you want me to speak with respect to you, Your Majesty?” Mina purred out the address while trying to appear seductive. “Or… would you rather I speak with you more intimately when we slip under the covers tonight?”

Fara’s eyes practically popped out of her skull as she glared at Mina. Vallis turned away, desperately trying to contain her giggles at Mina’s clumsy attempt at seduction.

Rys kept his expression neutral. Fara had brought her niece back to the manor, and said niece was trying to get into his bed within seconds of meeting him.

This would prove to be an exciting reunion with Fara.


Chapter 2


Mina’s three tails bobbed up and down behind her energetically as she gave Rys an upturned look. He imagined that she thought this looked seductive. It might, if she weren’t grinning.

“Mina, was it? Why don’t you give me an example of the sort of intimate things you might say to me tonight,” he said.

Rys was no stranger to playing along with young women. How many succubi had tried to force themselves on him in his youth, only to get more than they bargained for?

Right now, he was playing with fire. Fara’s eyes attempted to bore a hole through his head from a distance. If she used her tails, she could actually do that, given her ability to manipulate raw force.

The pain would be worth it, however. Rys hadn’t been able to tease Fara for weeks now. He was in drought.

Mina practically sprang to life in response to his words. She licked her lips. “An example of what I can say? I can do way more than that, Rys.” She tilted her head to one side. “No, Rys is what Auntie Fara calls you. How about Tal? Or Tallie?”

“Rys is fine,” he replied, keeping his voice neutral.

But his expression flickered for a moment when he heard that last nickname. He had zero positive feelings about it, but refused to allow others to know that it bothered him so much.

“If you want to demonstrate, go ahead,” he continued, ignoring the frown on Mina’s face.

“Rys!” Fara snapped. Her tails began to move, and he genuinely wondered if she was going to use magic.

The real question was, would she hit him or Mina?

“Auntie Fara, you should show respect for His Majesty,” Mina scolded, smugness leaking into every note.

Fara physically shifted to face Mina, and if Rys had any doubts about who her target was, they had been quelled. Mina was going to get a good smacking if she kept this up.

The white-tailed fox appeared to be unaware, however. She turned to face Rys and fanned her tails out as low to the ground as possible. That gesture meant something, Rys realized. Fara had used it before.

“Your wish is my command, master. Would you prefer me clothed or unclothed?” Mina purred.

“Fara, what would be your preference?” Rys asked.

She opened her mouth to scream at him, then paused. Her eyes narrowed and her tails stopped moving. An odd expression overtook her face.

The jig appeared to be up.

“Well, Fara seems indisposed. Vallis, your thoughts?” he asked, turning to his viceroy, who was hiding behind him.

Vallis looked like she had been caught in a mousetrap, given how wide her eyes were. She looked between everyone for a few seconds.

Rys didn’t miss the jealous gaze that Mina shot toward Vallis—or more specifically, Vallis’s massive tits.

“Err, clothed,” Vallis said. “I mean, that robe is pretty fine and the pattern would be nice to look at while she’s on her knees. Plus, she doesn’t really have the figure to give me something to stare at—I’ll shut up now.” She hid behind Rys again, as Fara’s fierce glare returned.

“Just because mine are smaller than yours,” Mina muttered, patting her chest while pouting. She recovered a moment later and bounced in front of Rys with a bright smile. “Don’t worry, master, I’m sure I can provide you plenty to see while I give you the experience of a lifetime.”

Wow. What a cliché. Rys sincerely hoped nobody actually taught her to say that.

“Well, Fara, what’s your opinion?” Rys asked her.

She stared at him. Then she let out an explosive sigh. “I don’t know, Your Majesty. Please illuminate me.”

Mina blinked, confused.

“I think your niece needs some lessons in seduction. Or perhaps she simply shouldn’t try. As it is, she mostly appeals to a niche audience. She’s cute and enthusiastic, but young and erratic. The performance bounced around a lot, and I was never certain if she was genuinely interested, or just trying to annoy you,” Rys explained, dispassionately rating Mina, whose tails sagged farther to the ground with each word that left his mouth.

He paused for a moment for theatrical effect. “I’d give her a three out of ten. No, make that a four. She was offering to give a foreign king a blowjob in front of her aunt.”

“I don’t think that’s worthy of an extra point,” Fara said flatly.

“Young? I’m fifty-four!” Mina protested. “I bet I’m older than you.”

Silence.

Two things sprang to mind for Rys. One, he remembered that foxes received their fourth tail at sixty and that was when they officially became adults. Mina looked close enough to an adult right now, but he imagined she would fill out once she got that extra tail.

The second thing was that Mina had no idea who or what he was. Fara had instantly realized he was unnatural. Did Mina lack that ability? Or was she simply not as on guard as Fara had been?

Fara ran a hand through her hair and sighed again. “Was this your idea of a joke, Rys?”

“Yes,” he said. “Welcome back.”

“Jackass.” She shook her head. “Well, I need a chance to actually settle back in and relax after the trip back. Thanks.”

Thanks? For what?

Then Fara leaped away, literally jumping over the hedges. Mina, Rys, and Vallis stared after her.

Several seconds passed before the reality of the situation dawned on Rys.

“I just got dumped with babysitting duty, didn’t I?” he said aloud.

Vallis clapped him on the back with a wink.

“Bet you wish you took me up on my offer. I’d be on my knees and you’d be loving it,” Mina muttered as she crossed her arms over her chest.

Realizing that this was his life now, and also that keeping this mystic fox away from his infernals was a good idea, Rys walked toward his office.

A moment later, he spun and grabbed Mina’s ankle with a spell. She screamed as she slammed her face into the grass. Her hands clawed at the invisible hand wrapped around her leg, then pouted at him.

“I was just going to find Auntie Fara,” she said.

“By going in the opposite direction that she went?” Rys asked.

“I was going to ask for directions.”

“But not from me?”

“No.” Mina’s smile broadened. Given her short height, her appearance matched her behavior: that of a devilish minx.

Rys walked up to her and pulled her up. Naturally, Mina tried to pull him down. His strength Gift flared to life, giving him the strength to match hers, and he yanked her up. She yelped as she crashed into his chest.

“Wow. You really are some sort of sorcerer lord,” she muttered.

Eying her, Rys didn’t let go of her as he walked to his office with Mina and Vallis. Her strength had been obscene by mortal standards. Forget bench pressing someone. If he didn’t have his strength Gift, she could probably physically crush him into a tiny ball and kick him around for fun.

Fara had said that her clan focused on the physical discipline and valued white tails. What she hadn’t mentioned was that she apparently wasn’t very good at it. Mina should be less powerful than Fara, but was far stronger. Rys hadn’t even sensed her use any magic.

“Are you training as an enforcer?” he asked as they entered the mansion.

At the same time, he used mindspeak to let the Lilim servants know to steer clear. Mindspeak allowed Rys to communicate telepathically with devils. If Mina remained unaware of his infernals, he wanted her to stay that way.

“Huh?” Mina asked, then smirked. “No, no. I trained as an adjutant. That’s an intelligence officer position in the Six-Star Alliance of foxes. I had to be trained in all the branches—enforcer, spy, assassin, command, messenger, bodyguard. Adjutants are field officers that assist enforcers, but they then fast-track into the clan hierarchy later.”

“Wow. I remember Fara mentioned you were amazing, but that genuinely seems impressive,” Vallis said. “You’ve spent most of your time in Pharos, right? Are you back here until you get your fourth tail, then heading back there for your position?”

Mina didn’t respond. A shadow fell over her face as they walked through the opulent corridors of the mansion.

When Vallis tried to say something more, Rys stopped her. Something was awry. He’d give Mina some space.

They stepped into his office, which had grown in size recently. Since conquering Compagnon, Rys had expanded the mansion to its full size. He had relocated a number of rooms and expanded others.

His office remained fairly subdued despite that. The room was L-shaped, with the lip of the L on the far side from the door. Rys’s desk dominated the far side of the room, but was almost empty of paperwork. A number of plush purple sofas were tucked away next to it, where the room curved away. Bookshelves full of magical tomes, encyclopedias, scientific journals, and references lined the walls.

“Wow. This place is stuffy,” Mina said. Then she screwed up her nose. “Also, I can totally smell that.”

She looked at the desk, where Rys had enjoyed Maria’s company earlier this morning.

“Weren’t you offering to do the same thing to our glorious king and conqueror five minutes ago?” Vallis asked.

Mina rolled her eyes. Then she spotted the liquor cabinet. She practically teleported over to it, a bottle of red wine appearing in her hands. Rys hadn’t even seen her open the doors.

“Did Fara ever tell you anything about when she started drinking?” Rys asked Vallis, unsure if Mina was old enough to drink by fox standards.

“She’s older than I am. I think she’ll be fine,” Vallis said, as she placed more glasses in front of Mina. Wine for everybody, apparently.

Somehow, Rys doubted that opinion would hold up in the court of Fara. But she should have known better than to leave her niece in his hands if she cared about something like alcohol.

The three of them settled into the sofas. Mina bounced up and down, apparently fascinated by their softness.

“I’ve never sat on anything like this before,” she admitted, when they both looked at her. “We mostly kneel or sit on the ground in Pharos or home.”

“So, you have been in Pharos?” Rys asked.

“Mmm.” Mina frowned and chose to focus on her wine. She blinked as she drank it. “Holy shit. What even is this stuff? It’s amazing.”

“It’s expensive, is what it is, you little minx,” Vallis said, with a glower. “You grabbed a bottle of wine from the personal liquor cabinet of the king of an entire country. What did you expect, some cheap shit you steal from the back of carts when the merchants aren’t paying attention?”

Mina winced. Clearly that hit a little close to home.

“It’s imported wine from southern Gauron. Blacktaffe, to be precise,” Rys explained. “I prefer cool-climate reds, and the vineyards here are too young.”

“Err, I think I remember Blacktaffe from geography lessons,” Mina said with a look of concentration. “Is that a city or a region?”

“It’s both,” Vallis said. “My family is originally from there. It’s one of the oldest cities on the continent, alongside Ahm and Shropham. Malataine is next to it, which I’m certain you know about.”

“Well, duh. Malataine is the largest trading port in the world.” Mina rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows about it.”

Rys didn’t, but he remained quiet. Blacktaffe, Ahm, and Shropham were cities that dated back to the time of the Infernal Empire. He had actually ruled Blacktaffe at one point, in the decades that preceded the collapse of the entire Empire. But Malataine was new. A lot had changed in the last 1500 years.

“Anyway, Rys, before this little monster tried to seduce you with her bountiful tits and tired cliches, we were talking about a bodyguard,” Vallis said, attracting Mina’s ire.

Mina slapped Vallis in the back of the head with a light force blow.

Vallis intended to treat Mina exactly the same as Fara it seemed. Her future appeared to be one that involved being perpetually bullied by foxes.

“Rys, can she do that to me? I’m the viceroy,” Vallis whined as she rubbed the back of her head.

“The what?” Mina said, staring at Vallis. “Wait, you’re actually important? I thought you were just a merchant that Fara took in?”

“Oh, yes, I’m hanging around one of the most powerful people on the island because Fara likes me.” Vallis rolled her eyes. “I run the kingdom, you dolt. Rys rails me every night as payment for my generous services.”

“Don’t say things that will cause misunderstandings,” he said. “But yes, Vallis does run the kingdom on my behalf.”

“Um, shouldn’t you run it yourself?” Mina said, sounding very confused.

“Why? I’m the king. I have better things to do than paperwork and bossing everyone around. Does the emperor in Pharos do everything himself?” Rys asked.

“Err, the emperor in Pharos doesn’t do much of anything. He’s a figurehead. The Imperial Court runs itself, and the Shadow Empress controls everything from behind the scenes,” Mina said. “Everyone serves her. If they don’t.” The fox ran a finger across her neck.

That was new information to Rys, even if it didn’t affect him now.

“I think you’ve proved my point,” he said. “Sounds like the Emperor and the Shadow Empress know what they’re doing.”

Mina frowned at him, unsure how to react.

“Anyway, bodyguard,” Vallis reiterated.

“I’ll look into my old list of… associates,” he said, trying to use words that wouldn’t set off Mina’s alarm bells. “I still don’t think both you and Maria need permanent bodyguards, given it’s rare for you to leave the castle for long stretches of time. With that said, I do think we need to start recruiting stronger fighters.”

“Like those wolfkin? Dalyros has some amazing knights, apparently. I’ve heard stories of how some of their wolfkin can cut open walls.” Vallis made a chopping motion with one hand, nearly spilling her wine in the process.

“Pffft, that’s nothing. Once I have six tails, I can teleport right through the wall. Why hire some dumb one-tailed loser, when you have a multi-tailed fox like me?” Mina’s tails danced in the air, as if to illustrate her point.

“Ah, yes, six tails.” Vallis nodded. “I’m sure my great-great-great-great-great-great—”

“Yeah, fuck you,” Mina spat. “I get it, it’ll be a couple of centuries before I have that many tails.”

Vallis grinned and drained her wine, then poured more. Apparently, the expense of the wine didn’t stop her from drinking a lot of it.

“But… I’m still really strong, and I’ve spent my entire life training for this,” Mina mumbled. “Why can’t I be given a real chance?”

“Alright, let’s stop avoiding the topic. What happened with you and your adjutant training?” Rys asked.

Mina fell silent. She slurped noisily at her wine for several seconds. Every paternal sense in Rys’s head told him that waterworks were coming, but he ignored them.

Why did he even have paternal senses?

“I’ve spent my entire life dedicated to my training,” Mina said, eyes tearing up. “I’m the first fox to ever be assigned to adjutant training with only three tails. All of my classmates are adults. I have no friends. I’ve spent the last thirty years training on Pharos with strangers who look down on me because of my age. Not even Fara, who can beat five-tail foxes in force manipulation, got offered the chance I did.”

She paused and took a big sniff. Rys waited patiently, while Vallis lingered in the far end of the office.

“Everything was for the chance to become an adjutant. I was going to get my fourth tail, go back to Pharos, and it would all be worth it. Now…” She sobbed. “They won’t let me go back. The elder told me that I’ll just become a spy. I don’t even know why. Do they expect me to roll over and say thank you after all this? My handler even told me that I was useless because I hadn’t done the right training. Why did I waste all that time, just to be told to fuck off, and that I’m good for nothing?”

Those paternal senses rang in Rys’s head, and he pulled her into his arms. Minutes passed as he allowed her to cry it out. He rubbed circles into her back.

Vallis ducked out at some point, no doubt to inform Fara of her niece’s breakdown.

Eventually, Mina calmed down. She leaned against him, face red, staring at the ground.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

“I’ve said this to the others, but it’s fine to accept a helping hand when you need it,” Rys said.

“Is that an offer?” Mina said, desperately trying to return to her cheeky self. “I’ll still take my clothes off if you want me to.”

Given he was certain that her attempts to sleep with him were because she wanted to escape her village and a job that she now despised, he didn’t take the bait.

“You can stay here for as long as you want. You’re Fara’s family, after all. Rest and think over your options. I will ask that you don’t tell anyone outside the mansion about what you see inside it, however,” he warned her.

“I got it. I won’t tell my mom or aunt that you’re fucking Fara.” Mina nodded enthusiastically.

“That’s the least of what I’m worried about,” he said drily. “I’m pretty sure Fara will be here soon. I won’t say that this is an offer, but if you are genuinely interested in working for me, instead of merely fleeing your current situation, then I’m happy to have you.”

“You… Do you really mean that?” Mina breathed out, eyes wide.

“Like I said, you need to be genuinely interested. No cliches about giving me the experience of a lifetime.” He ruffled her hair, tickling her ears.

She batted his hands away with a growl. Then smiled at him. It was the brightest smile she had given today, and it reached her eyes in a way that all the others hadn’t.

“Thanks, Rys,” she mumbled.

Then she stood up and rushed out of the room.

As he had expected, Fara stood outside. She caught her niece by the shoulders and pulled her into a hug. Mina fought back futilely, trying to escape her aunt’s grasp, but quickly gave in.

Vallis returned shortly afterward. The evening rays of the sun fell on the mansion as she poured the rest of the wine, and they lounged next to one another.

“You really poked that anthill,” she commented.

“I doubt that she had found much of a chance for release. She seemed to be avoiding the topic, even though it was on the top of her mind,” Rys said. “Less is more, in this case.”

“I mean, sure, but there’s a reason everyone is avoiding it. Her life is kind of ruined.” Vallis scowled. “It’s fucked up.”

“Couldn’t you have said the same about your life?”

“Is that what you’re doing now, going around and adopting all the poor, unfortunate souls who drew the short straw in life?” She laughed. “Well, I guess I can’t complain. I owe you everything. Without you, I’d—”

The door opened, and Fara stepped inside. Vallis clammed up, ignoring the odd look from the fox.

Realizing that the bottle of wine was empty, Fara instead poured some sake that was tucked away in the back of the cabinet.

“I’ve set her up in a room next to mine. A few of Alsia’s warriors are doing some drills with her. Which is going as poorly for them as I imagined, given Mina can collectively bench press Alsia’s army,” Fara said.

“She’s strong,” Rys said. “She tried to rip my arm out of my socket earlier.”

“Her biggest problem is that she’s almost too good for the level she’s at. That’s why she got thrown into the adjutant training. The problem is that there’s a hard gap—she can defeat the average four-tail fox, but I can slap her down effortlessly.” Fara took a seat. “Thank you, by the way. She’s a lot happier after whatever you said to her.”

“I didn’t say much.”

“Maybe not, but it was what she needed to hear.” The fox paused. “I still don’t forgive you for pretending you were going to get a blowjob off her.”

Damn.

“So, what happened?” he asked.

“Nobody knows. I went back to inform them that I was leaving the clan. That went better than I expected. My twin sister, Ariko, supported me and so did the village elder. She came out here to escape life in Pharos and raise Mina and Sarae the way she wanted, despite all the warnings. Now she’s happy. She told me that if you make me happy, then I should pursue you.” Fara smiled.

“Sarae?” Vallis asked.

“Mina’s twin sister. She’s a little less capable, and is still training as a spy over in Pharos,” Fara explained.

“So, do I make you happy?” Rys asked.

“From the noises I heard from her bedroom at night, I’d guess so,” Vallis said. “She said your name an awful lot.”

“Fara, don’t kill her. I need her to run my kingdom.” He physically restrained Fara from murdering the other woman in the room.

“Fine. You live. For now.” Fara’s eyes flashed dangerously at Vallis, who shot her a smug look in return.

“So, what happened after you left the clan?” Rys asked.

“Everything went well. Then the elder received a message that tried to recall me to Pharos immediately, ignoring my attempt to leave the clan and the fact I hadn’t received my fifth tail yet. At the same time, they ordered Mina to remain in Pharos and to operate as a spy under a Gold Clan handler.” Fara sighed.

More drinks were poured. The mansion had been dyed entirely red by now. Rys didn’t like where this story was going.

“This whole thing smacks of Alliance politics. The Gold Clan, who run everything, is up to something. Mina doesn’t know the full story. The Alliance ordered this, not our clan—the Garrote Clan. I don’t give a shit about the order for me, but this destroys Mina’s future. Enforcer deployments are determined by the Alliance, so they’re interfering with my decision at the very least.”

“What happens next?” Rys asked.

“The village has officially protested the orders and declared convalescence until the Alliance mediates on the matter,” Fara said.

Convalescence?

“… The village is recuperating?” he asked, certain that his translation Gift had malfunctioned.

“It’s a silly way of saying that the village feels wounded by the actions of the Alliance, so all residents will cease official activities until further notice. I brought Mina here, because the village is in an uproar over it. She was the shining star, and this has caused open fury,” Fara said.

“She should see that,” Rys said. “It might help her understand that people care.”

Fara remained silent. “Maybe.”

“Fara.”

“She seems interested in staying here,” Fara said, with a light smile.

Ha, so that had been the plan all along.

Then, to Rys’s surprise, Fara leaned over and planted a kiss on his cheek. Vallis stared at them. He ran a hand through one of her tails, and the fox gasped. Ecstasy coated her moan.

“Maybe not with company,” Rys said, noticing the way that Vallis’s hands wandered to her skirt.

Fara stopped, then looked at Vallis. Her eyes lowered to the compromised position of Vallis’s hands.

“Really?” Fara asked.

“Uhhh.” Vallis gulped. “It’s hot?”

“Well, that ruined the mood,” Fara said, then rose. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Rys.”

Rys glared at Vallis, who quickly escaped after the fox.

He didn’t intend to let Fara elude his grasp for very long, however. But tomorrow was another day. His fox had promised him some fun when she came back, and he intended for her to keep that promise.

The next morning, Rys paid Fara an early visit for exactly that reason. However, he found her outside of one of the guest bedrooms. Presumably Mina’s.

“I assume something is wrong,” he said.

“Yes and no,” Fara said.

“I’m fine,” Mina shouted from inside. Her voice sounded slightly different. A little huskier, and not just because it was early morning. “Just… adjusting. Actually, Rys can come in. Fara, stay out!”

Fara shrugged, then gestured for him to enter.

The door was unlocked, so he stepped inside.

Immediately, he realized what was wrong.

A nearly naked Mina stood inside, but now she had four fluffy white tails. She looked significantly older.

And bustier. Her chest had grown ten sizes overnight.

“So, uh, what do you think?” Mina asked Rys, giving him a nervous smile as she showed off her adult body.


Chapter 3


Mina twisted back and forth in her room. The only thing protecting her modesty was the jacket of her robes—Rys recalled that it was called a haori. Her pale skin poked out from the gap between its folds, and her chest threatened to bare itself at any moment. Thick, curvy thighs and well-balanced hips gave Mina a very distinct and beautiful hourglass figure.

Behind her, needle and thread rapidly worked their way through Mina’s robe from the previous day. Rys noticed her tails moving in a constant rhythm and felt the threads of magic between her and the needle.

“Don’t worry about that,” Mina chirped, waving her hands as if to draw his attention back to her. “I need to adjust my clothes. It’s been a while since I’ve needed to do needlework. I guess it’s good practice for my new tail.”

She twisted again, pushing her chest forward as she clasped her hands behind her back. As her naked tits escaped her jacket, Rys wondered where her bindings had gone. Then he spotted the torn cloth ribbons on the bed.

Apparently, she really had grown ten sizes overnight.

“So, do you like these?” Mina asked, pressing her chest together with her hands. She licked her lips as Rys stared at her. Her breath caught and her eyes widened. “Is that a yes?”

“You’re gorgeous, Mina,” he said. “I doubt you need me to tell you that. Although I didn’t expect you to double in size overnight.”

She pouted. “Only double? These are at least as big as that noble’s tits. What was her name? Vallis? She had tits like my mom.” Mina groped herself. “This is amazing. I was so worried I’d be like Auntie Fara for the rest of my life.”

“Is this normal?” he asked.

“Maybe?” Mina shrugged. “I mean, my fourth tail means I’m an adult right? When I got my second and third tails, I definitely got bigger. Although…”

As she trailed off, she strode up to Rys. Her hand clapped the top of her head, then shot forward to hit him in the chest. Mina scowled as she looked up at Rys.

The view from up here was rather nice, he had to admit. Resisting the urge to fluff her fox ears and fluffy tails was difficult.

“I’ve barely grown an inch,” she grumbled. “I wanted to be some sort of tall, busty warrior. Not a shortstack.”

“You don’t have anything to complain about,” Rys said drily.

“Oh, so you do like them?” Mina grinned at him.

“I doubt there are many men who don’t.”

“Oh, so does that mean we can do this?” she asked, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper.

Mina leaned in, her naked flesh pressing against Rys. Her hands wandered across his thighs, then closed over his crotch. She nibbled at his neck while standing on tiptoes. Her hot breath washed over his skin and she wrapped her tails around him.

While she might not know how to seduce a man with words, she knew how to do so with actions.

Rys grasped her chin and pulled her in front of him, causing her to gasp from the force he exerted on her. Then he leaned down and pressed his lips against hers. Her amber eyes opened in shock. He felt her tails snap upright. Her tongue barely responded to his as he pushed it down her throat and elicited a moan from the young fox.

Then he pulled away and gently pushed her back with a hand against her stomach.

She stared at him. Tears rose to her eyes.

“Is… is that it?” she mumbled. “This still isn’t enough? I’m just Fara’s niece? A girl to be pitied because shit happened. I have the tits, the hips, and definitely the functioning body parts.” She hiccupped as her hands slipped down to her crotch and tried to open it, but despite her words it was bone dry.

Sighing, Rys pulled her hands away and held her still. “This is exactly why I stopped you.” He paused for a moment, as she glared at him sullenly. “Remember what I said yesterday. If you are genuinely interested in working for me, there is a place for you here. But I’m not your emotional rebound and I’m old enough that while I do want you”—he ran his fingers over her nipples, which hardened in response to his touch—“I’m more than willing to wait.”

Mina gulped. Her hands grasped his arms, and tried to pull them back to her breasts, as if his touch was all she wanted. He kept himself still. His strength Gift flared, resisting her inhuman might.

Eventually, Mina collapsed against him. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “But… what do I have to do?”

“Prove yourself. If I want a woman who bounces up and down on my cock, I can get that any time. You say that you’re so amazing that your clan gave you training no other fox received? I want to see the results of that training. If you make yourself worth my while, then I’ll give you a prize.” Rys ran a finger over her lips, then drew it lower and lower on her body.

Mina shuddered in response, and whined when he withdrew before reaching her crotch.

“Oh,” she said. “I… figured sex was what you were after. You’re screwing Fara. There aren’t any other mystic foxes here and I know I’m an exotic beauty compared to all these bland girls from the archipelago. I just… I want this.”

“This?” Rys asked.

“A future,” Mina replied. “I want to be trusted and relied upon. To be told that everything I spent my life working toward was worthwhile and that I’m worthwhile? Isn’t that what my training was about? I want to matter. If I’m working for you, King Talarys, then that means I have to matter.”

She took a deep breath and puffed out her chest. “I’ll prove myself. I have four tails, which means I’m an adult. I’ve been trained in anything you can want. Just tell me what you need, master.”

“Call me Rys,” he said. “And your first job is to join me and Fara for breakfast, where you’ll explain this to your aunt.”

Mina deflated instantly. She glowered at him as she gathered up her unfinished robe and put it on. While it didn’t fully cover her massive chest, she seemed satisfied enough with the jacket, at least for now.

“Maybe I’ll just make an entirely new one,” Mina said. “It’s not like I can borrow robes from Fara. Does anyone else here wear robes?”

“No. Anything you borrow from Maria or Vallis will fit, but it will be in Gauron-style.” Rys approached the door. “You’re going to explain to Fara why you let me in looking like that, by the way.”

“I’ll tell her that I wanted to flaunt them in the face of her beloved king,” Mina said.

“Try to be less smug, given you were as unimpressive as she was yesterday.”

“No. I have huge tits now, and I refuse to ever be oppressed again.” Mina marched up to the door and opened it.

A moment later, she looked very oppressed as Fara’s glare bored holes in her niece.

“I’ve been out here for ages, and the reason is so that you can try to fuck Rys?” Fara asked, looking between the two of them. “I don’t smell anything, so it seems you kept it in your pants, Rys.”

“Breakfast now, fight later,” Rys said. He pushed both foxes from behind, ushering them toward one of the dining halls.

The three of them swiftly settled into one of the smaller dining rooms in the palace, and Rys let the servants know that they weren’t to be disturbed.

Now that he was king and ruled from a palace, Rys had a proper staff of servants and plenty of facilities to use. The days of relying on the poor cooking skills of the imps and Lilim were long past. Although most of the palace remained unoccupied for now, as his administrators didn’t have nearly enough staff to fill the massive building, he liked the space.

A large building meant that he could enjoy a subtly different atmosphere for his meals when he felt like it. There was something disheartening about eating in his office, especially as a king. He typically ate lunch there, because the servants often brought it to him before he thought of going elsewhere, but he made it a rule to eat elsewhere whenever possible.

This little dining room felt more like a lounge. The servants brought in the food—made to order—and the three of them relaxed on huge, plush recliners. An unused fireplace sat in the corner and there was a floor-to-ceiling glass window facing the central courtyard.

Rys had themed this place for winter, for when he wanted to curl up with a book. Preferably with a fox on his lap.

“Who makes your coffee?” Mina asked, staring at the mug in her hand as if it were magical. “I’ve only had stuff better than this in south-western Pharos.”

The imps did, but he didn’t say that. Mina still hadn’t realized his secret.

“Rys practically lives off coffee. If he didn’t have quality stuff, I think he’d go mad,” Fara said. “I still prefer tea.”

“Eh, I think I could get used to it.” Mina noisily slurped her coffee, while watching Rys.

Fara rolled her eyes in response. Nothing was said for a few minutes. Mina nibbled at her omelet and smoked fish, but her eyes kept bouncing between the others in the room.

“So, what do you think?” Mina blurted out at Fara, growing impatient. She waved her four tails in the air behind her, as if to illustrate what she was asking about.

“Welcome to the world of an adult. Now you get to learn how little you really know,” Fara said.

Mina smirked. “Aw, are you jealous of me?”

“No.”

“I got my fourth tail before everyone else in the family. Mom will be so happy.” Mina giggled.

“You got your third tail before everyone else as well, so that’s not surprising. And Ariko will probably be happier that you’ve taken after her in other ways.” Fara glanced at her niece’s chest, then focused on her food. “That happened faster than usual.”

“They’re great, aren’t they? Hey, Fara, do you think mine or Vallis’s are bigger?” Mina’s eyes lit up.

“Vallis’s,” Fara said.

Rys suspected she was lying. He’d had a pretty good view of both by now. Maybe Fara really was ruffled by her niece’s impressive size.

“Bullshit!” Mina snapped. “Oh, Your Majesty, why don’t you put this to rest?” Mina leaned across the coffee table in the middle of the room and tried to grab Rys’s arms.

“Wait until we’re finished eating, Mina,” he said.

“Fiiiine.”

“Was this really fast?” Rys asked Fara.

“Yes and no. Usually it takes a few days for a tail to grow in, at least once you’re older. When you’re younger, you can literally gain an extra tail while playing and not notice until somebody reacts.” Fara shrugged. “It could be a good sign. We only know a little about tail growth in… atypical foxes.”

“Atypical?” he asked.

“You think I’m special?” Mina asked around a mouthful of food.

“Foxes have fairly predictable patterns of growth,” Fara explained. “We spend our first year as a gray fox kit, before the magic in our body settles and we take on our lifelong human forms.”

Mina bounced up and down in her chair. “Oh, I know this part. The color of our tails is determined by where we grow up during our first year. That’s why our clan lives in the mountains, because it gives us white tails.”

Rys didn’t miss the flicker of a grimace on Fara’s face.

Despite that, she continued, “Yes. The second tail usually forms at around 10 years. Then the third at 30, the fourth at 70, and the fifth at 150.”

The pattern immediately formed in Rys’s mind. The gap between each tail doubled in length.

“So the sixth would be at 310 years old?” he suggested.

Mina and Fara both smirked at him, as if he had fallen for some sort of trap.

“Less than 20 percent of all foxes get their sixth tail, even excluding those who die early,” Fara said. “And the numbers are grim for seven or more. The only natural-born fox with eight tails is Ren, the clan head of the Seven-Leaf Clan. Because of this, most foxes with six or more tails get them earlier than the pattern suggests.”

Something foul formed in Rys’s stomach. He had a bad feeling about what happened when a fox started getting their last tail. “What about you? You’re about to get your fifth tail. Is that it?”

“Foxes who receive their fourth tail before the adulthood ceremony always get their sixth tail, so I’m fine.” Fara shook her head with a smile, as if trying to dismiss his worry. “I’m surprised you missed the obvious, Rys. Foxes naturally get their fourth tail at 70, but we force it to appear early at 60. The ceremony may actually have some detrimental effects on long-term age, but the old alliance chief favored societal unity.”

He supposed that made sense. Having a singular age of adulthood avoided a lot of awkwardness.

“Right, can we get back to my amazingness?” Mina asked.

Rys sighed. “You received your fourth tail several years earlier than the ceremony. I’m assuming that means the process might be different, and you might turn out stronger than the average fox.”

“Oh. I like that.” She grinned. “I can match Fara now, but I’ll be better than her eventually? Don’t you want me bad, Rys?”

“Don’t joke about that,” Fara snapped. “You have four tails now. Nobody will take you lightly anymore. Insult the wrong fox like that and they will put you in the dirt. Or worse.”

“But I have four tails now. I can do arrays I couldn’t before,” Mina said, referring to the spellcasting method of mystic foxes.

“Fine. Cast a pair of two-tail arrays at the same time.”

Mina gulped. She stood up before attempting to cast a pair of force barriers in the far corner of the room. Within moments, Rys knew that she had already failed. One fizzled out, and the other formed slowly, at least by combat standards.

As if to prove her point, Fara lazily cast the same two barriers with a snap of her tails. It took her under a second, and she didn’t even stand up or turn around.

“I can cast four-tail arrays now,” Mina whined.

“And I guarantee you’re slow at those, too.” Fara’s eyes flashed. “I have nearly a century on you, Mina. You’re extremely talented, and you’ve honed your skills. But you’ve just gained a new tail. If you talk shit instead of continuing to train, then you’ll never learn how to use it properly.”

“Yes, Auntie Fara,” the younger fox mumbled.

“It’s just Fara now.” The black-tailed fox sighed, before standing up and walking behind her niece. She began to play with Mina’s hair. “You’re an adult now. Whatever path you walk is your own decision, and you need to learn from your own mistakes. But I do love you, and don’t want you to make a fatal mistake. So remember to ask for help.”

Mina mumbled something that sounded like a thank you as she stared at her lap.

Fara returned to the earlier topic, “I haven’t finished my explanation. As I said, foxes can get their tails early. Sometimes extremely early. I mentioned Ren earlier—he received his fourth tail at thirty. The most we know is that it corresponds with the potential of a fox, but it also might be related to their emotional state.”

“That sounds odd,” he said.

“It’s a theory, and a weak one at that. The short version is that foxes gain tails faster under pressure. During the clan war, before the Alliance was formed, seven-tailed foxes grew on trees. The Alliance tries to increase the pressure on foxes through training—removing us from our villages, forcing us into service the moment we become adults, rotations through Hellgate. I can’t say if it’s working,” Fara explained.

“Maybe it did on me? I got my third tail before my sister Sarae,” Mina chirped. “And I trained my ass off to beat her when we were kids here.”

“Don’t I know it,” Fara said. “Ariko used to brag about how hard you worked as if it made up for her lazy childhood.”

Rys stroked his chin. “So the possible reason that Mina got her fourth tail overnight…”

“Is because she felt that she needed it,” Fara finished. “After being rejected by the clan, subconsciously she felt her only hope of success was to become an adult before you could send away the crying child.”

Mina winced and pointedly stared away from them.

It was a fairly cold and analytical explanation for the event, and one that took away from the magic of Mina growing tits big enough to smother her aunt with.

Unfortunately, the world wasn’t magical. It merely contained people who could use magic, and those people had a long, storied history of ruining the world with said magic.

Rys decided it was time to cheer Mina up, now that the explanation was over. “So, Mina, now that you’ve calmed down a little, what mistakes do you intend to make first with your new tail?”

“Rys!” Fara said, but her voice was choked with laughter.

Mina giggled and looked up at him, cheering up instantly. She sipped her coffee, which was now lukewarm. Rys helpfully warmed it with a spell, and she gave him an odd look.

“I’m an adult, right? You do mean that I can make my own choices?” Mina asked, looking at Fara.

“Yes. Just know that if you regret them, I’ll listen, but my response might be to tell you that you were an idiot and should learn from it. Taking responsibility is a significant part of being an adult. Others can help you, but your life is your own. Nobody can live it for you,” the older fox said.

Huh. Rys felt like he was hearing some of his own advice being passed down to Mina. He remained quiet as the white-haired fox soaked it in.

“Then…” Mina gulped. “I want to work for you, Your Majesty. I don’t care how, or in what capacity. I told you how I trained. You know how powerful Fara is and what mystic foxes can do. If you need an intelligence officer, I’ll do it. A spy, that’s me. Or an enforcer. I’ll even plumb the red light districts of the local cities if that’s really necessary. Just tell me how to prove myself.”

Her amber eyes shined as she leaned forward, and she clasped her hands together. Hope and desperation battled each other when Rys met her gaze, and he knew that refusing her would deeply wound her.

Not that he had a reason to say no. What kind of idiot said no to a gorgeous mystic fox who was desperate to work for you, especially when he was going to be enjoying her aunt shortly?

Not this idiot.

“There are two tests I need you to pass before I can seriously consider you,” he replied, voice cold.

Tension flooded Mina, and her muscles tensed. She straightened up in her recliner. Fara resumed her seat from earlier, watching the exchange.

“First, I have some prisoners that need interrogating. They are the guild officers of Compagnon. Are you aware of what Compagnon is?” he asked.

“Yes,” Mina said, giving him a swift nod. “They’re the merchant company that tried to conquer this region. Last time I was here, I didn’t even know what a Compagnon was, but all the rumors now are about how you utterly destroyed them.” She grinned wolfishly.

Good enough, he supposed. The less Mina knew, the more she’d need to learn through the interrogation. Her skills would be pressed harder, and this would ensure that she couldn’t rely on external knowledge.

“I need you to learn everything you can about their dealings with the Malus League, other merchants, and nations in the archipelago, and any secret stashes or bases they might have. Any secrets at all are invaluable,” he said. “Consider this to be the equivalent of toppling an enemy, and we need to learn everything we can from their leaders.”

Something shifted in Mina’s expression. Rys wasn’t sure how to express it, but it was different to anything he had seen in his time in the Empire. Her gaze turned distant, the expression on her face hardened, and her focus redoubled.

“Do you need them for anything afterward?” Mina asked, her voice still playful but carrying an edge.

“Only if they know someone important that I will need them alive to meet,” he replied.

Mina nodded, and he saw her mind whirring behind her sharp eyes. “Do you need them alive for public executions? Or in good enough shape to be displayed somewhere?”

“No. Things have calmed down enough with the execution of a large number of Malus League mages. Bringing back Compagnon might stoke flames best left to burn out.”

“Okay. I think I know everything I need to know. I’ll dispose of their bodies cleanly once I’m done.” Mina stood up, a smile on her lips. “I’ll just need somebody to show me where they are.”

“Sit down,” Rys said.

She did, although she looked puzzled.

“A few things.” He leaned back and steepled his fingers. “First, you can get away with acting like that once somebody trusts you implicitly. Right now, I don’t. Don’t try to rush off without confirming everything.”

Mina nodded, appearing a little chastised.

“Second, I need to tell you the other task you need to complete before I hire you. And third, elaborate on ‘cleanly,’ please.” He spread his hands, as if asking a question.

“A small hole above their temple, cast using a concentrated force blast.” Mina placed a finger against the side of her head. “That kills them quickly and efficiently, although I don’t know how the interrogation will go before that. Afterward, I’ll use my elementalism to reduce even their bones to ash. One of my tutors told me I was good enough at it to become a knight if I wanted.”

Fara grimaced at the cold way that Mina talked about killing and disintegrating the bodies of people, but Rys didn’t react.

“Fair enough,” he said. “The second task will happen shortly. I need you to meet someone. When you do, you’ll understand a lot more about me. But you also can’t go back from this. While you are welcome to stay here for as long as you like, I am a king. If you can’t handle what you learn, then you may regret ever coming here at all.”

Mina froze. Sweat formed on her brow. Slowly, she twisted her head to look at Fara, who returned the gaze with utmost seriousness.

“You’re working with him, Au… Fara,” Mina said, correcting her stumble over how she addressed Fara. Seemed it might be a little while before she got used to not calling Fara “Auntie.”

“I can trust him?” Mina continued.

“I told you that everybody makes their own mistakes,” Fara said. “This may turn out to be one of mine, but right now I think it’s the best decision I’ve made in my life. But I will say that the clan would disagree completely. That’s why it’s a secret. If you don’t think you can handle that, you need to walk away, Mina.”

Closing her eyes, Mina remained still.

“The clan threw me away,” she said. “I’ll do it. Then I’ll go interrogate the prisoners.”

Rys notified Grigor to come to the room with a magical sending. He had improved enough at evocation to use them now, after months of practice. They allowed him to telepathically communicate with anyone nearby using magic, although they were clumsier than mindspeak.

The door opened, and the demon prince Grigor stepped inside. He was in his demon form, rather than his illusioned human form, and stood over thirteen feet tall. His muscles bulged under his charcoal black skin and a thick layer of white bone armor and ash-colored fur. A stone mask shaped like a dragon’s skull covered his head, through which four glowing red eyes surveyed the room.

“Ah, you must be Fara’s niece,” Grigor boomed. “Welcome, little one. Permanently, I hope.”

Mina stared up at the towering demon prince, her pupils shrinking in fear. Instinctively, her tails began to move.


Chapter 4


For a long, agonizing moment, Rys worried that he or Fara would need to intervene. Magic welled up around Mina as her tails shifted and panic erupted within her. Grigor stared down at her. He didn’t move, as he knew his role in this test.

Fara tensed, but remained still.

Then Mina stopped. Nobody moved. Not even her tails.

Then she turned and looked at Rys, eyes wide.

“What is this?” Mina asked, lip trembling.

“Grigor is my trusted second-in-command, and the general of the armies of the Kingdom of Kavolara,” Rys said. “He’s also a demon prince. I’ve known him since he was six.”

For some reason, Mina didn’t calm down. Fancy that.

“Fara?” the younger fox asked.

The way that Mina looked to her aunt made it clear whose opinion she valued the most here. With Fara’s backing, Mina would fall into line.

Honestly, the road to Hell wasn’t paved with good intentions so much as a lemming-like mentality.

“I’m here, Mina. You’re safe, and Rys isn’t lying. Even if he is being overly glib.” Fara shot him a glare. “I said before that this may turn out to be a mistake, but that I think this is the best decision I have made. That statement stands.”

Mina’s eyes widened. She turned around and stared up at the demon prince towering over her.

“Is there something you wish to ask?” Grigor rumbled.

“Are all demons this huge?”

“No.”

Mina nodded slowly. Then she turned back around and stared at the carpet for almost a minute. She nursed her cold coffee, taking loud slurps every so often.

“I’ll tell you the full story later,” Rys said. “But the short version is that I use infernals to maintain order as king. They obey me unquestionably, and if you trust Fara, then you know that they’re not running amok.”

“But they’re infernals,” Mina mumbled.

“They’re more complicated than you would have been taught about,” Fara said. “If you trust me, Mina, then you know I wouldn’t bring you here if you were in danger.”

“But… Doesn’t this mean you’re evil?” Mina asked, staring at Rys.

“People call me that, but not just because I’m using infernals,” he said with a wry smile. “I built this kingdom in a few months, Mina. You said that I destroyed Compagnon, and that’s true. Conquest and efficient rule don’t care much for morals or the idea of good or evil. From what I’ve seen, being ‘good’ doesn’t seem to matter much in your alliance, either.”

Mina winced. “Is… Is this what this is about? I make a deal with the devil, and I get granted my greatest wish?”

“No. It’s that you need to understand what you’re getting yourself into. You seem capable and willing, so I want to give you a chance. But you need to be loyal. I’m not branding you with my mark and granting you infinite power in exchange for your soul. I only need you to see me in the same way you saw the Imperial Court,” Rys explained.

She bit her lip and looked at the carpet. “Can I have a few minutes? Alone?”

Fara gave Rys a warning look, but he waved her off and stood up.

“So long as you don’t go anywhere. For reference, the ducts are trapped,” he said, causing Mina’s eyes to widen. Bingo. “You seem to have difficulty sensing my infernal sorcery, so I wanted to warn you. The magic in them is extremely lethal.”

“Oh.”

Rys ushered Fara and Grigor out of the room. The demon prince took his leave, as his job was done. In the meantime, Fara and Rys leaned against the door. The soundproofing of the room prevented them from hearing Mina.

“She’s not doing anything,” Fara said, her tails slowly drawing circles against the wooden door. “I forgot about the ducts. The imps are invisible to me already.”

“Given how sharp she is and her tendency to try to run, I had a hunch she might have spotted one.” He shrugged. “Even if she hadn’t, better safe than sorry.”

“Or missing a limb,” Fara remarked darkly.

They leaned against the door for some time.

“You didn’t seem bothered by how willing she was to torture and kill the prisoners,” Fara said.

“Really, Fara?” Rys chuckled. “If anything, it makes her more qualified for the job. I don’t need a spy or assassin with ethics.”

“Maybe. But you do care about perception,” she replied. “Mina hasn’t worked with humans much. Her tutelage has almost solely been under other mystic foxes, and her training in the Court itself was brief due to her age.”

He raised an eyebrow. “She does have hands-on experience?”

“There’s no way she could have finished her training without it. But it would have been under foxes, like in the Court. She mentioned a stint in the plains, so she likely worked with an enforcer unit to clear out monsters and learn what field operations are like. I imagine she also did duties at various cell HQs.” Fara shrugged.

“Sounds organized,” Rys mused, wondering about the structure of the fox alliance operations on Pharos. But he didn’t need to concern himself with that right now. “I’m surprised you pushed her like that.”

“I don’t want her to make the same mistake I did.” Fara closed her eyes and sighed. “I’ve spent my entire life refusing to face up to my clan’s poor treatment of me. I never imagined that anyone else in my family would receive it—and especially not Mina, given her vibrant white tails and amazing talent. If abusing my position as her trusted aunt saves her, I’ll do it.”

“I really am rubbing off on you, aren’t I?” He reached out and tickled one of her black ears.

She gasped, her tails instinctively curling around herself. Then she pouted at him and leaned into his touch. “Right there,” she moaned. “You’ve gotten so good at this.”

He pulled her against him, and his hands slipped into her fluffy bundles. Her gasp sent a chill down his spine and electrified a certain part of him.

“So, you don’t have any problems at all with this?” he murmured into her ear.

Gathering her strength, Fara gasped out, “No.” She pushed his hands back for a moment. “Give me a second to breathe, you handsy bastard.”

He settled his hands on her flared hips, ready to reclaim her fluffiness at any moment.

“Mina has four tails now,” Fara said. “She’s an adult, and old enough to make her own mistakes. I meant that part.”

“Really?” Rys was skeptical.

“If you knock her up, I’m delivering you to my sister. Other than that, it’s between you and her.” Fara tried to glare up at him, but failed.

“I can’t leave the castle, Fara.”

“Then I’ll bring Ariko here. My threat still stands. Not that I’m worried. Mina was pretty annoyed that you didn’t bed her yesterday, and you had a pretty good chance earlier. Given she needs to learn to respect your authority, turning her into your playmate sounds unwise,” the fox said.

“The two aren’t mutually exclusive if you know what you’re doing,” Rys replied. “And I definitely know what I’m doing. I was trained by succubi and they know how to maintain their grip on power even with their faces buried in the crotches of their subordinates.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Annoyed at her tone and refusal to believe him, Rys buried his hands in her tails. She practically melted in his arms.

An hour later, he had Fara curled up in his lap. His hands ran through her tails and ruffled her hair.

The door opened behind him. He looked up.

“Wow. She’s like your cat,” Mina said with a smirk. “Do I get to be treated like that?”

“I take it you’ve made your decision?” he asked, holding Fara down as she fought to escape him.

“I have.” Mina’s face was grim, but a smile fought to appear on it. “I want this. Whatever the cost, whatever the price. You’re offering me something that my own people are refusing me. Please. Allow me to work for you, Your Majesty.”

Rys could almost feel the collar settling in place around her. Like so many people in his life, she was shackling herself to him for her own good.

“Call me Rys,” he said. “And I believe you have some prisoners to interrogate.”

Mina’s eyes lit up. She nodded rapidly, then bounced off down the hallway.

A minute later, she ran back. Fara and Rys had straightened up.

“Um, could one of you show me where they are?” Mina asked with a wince.

Fara showed her the way, while he busied himself with other matters.

He had a spymaster now. Not the one he had expected, but one that he looked forward to results from.

Seeing how she grew would be exciting. Rys headed to his office, but his mind was full of plans for how to train the newest addition to his palace.


Chapter 5


The next few days passed swiftly. He left Mina to her own devices, although Fara and the Lilim monitored her closely. She needed time to properly conduct her first real mission, and to settle herself.

More importantly, Rys wanted a status update from his administrators. By the time they were ready to present to him, Mina appeared to be satisfied with what she had extracted from Compagnon. He found her burning away the last of their corpses in the sub-levels, a smile on her face and her hands eerily clean.

On the morning that he was to meet with the others, Rys busied himself in his office with various matters. All seemed quiet. The meeting wasn’t until lunchtime, and he didn’t intend to rush anyone. Nothing had changed in the past several weeks. What would a few hours matter?

A noise sounded from the nook beside his desk, where the sofas resided. Rys looked over to see an imp poking his bulbous head down from the ceiling.

“Letter for you, bossbossbossboss,” the imp said. It held a simple white envelope with a red wax seal in one hand.

Imps handled hierarchy in the simplest way possible—by repeating the word boss as many times as necessary. When things became more complicated, they started adding smartass names, like “fat bossboss” for Fred. Rys had never heard what the imps’ name for him was.

Despite what others thought, imps weren’t stupid. If they had a derogatory name for Rys, they took great care to ensure that he never found out.

“Who delivered it?” Rys asked, gesturing for the imp to approach. “And who is it from?”

“Dunno. Random messenger.” The imp dropped the letter on the desk. “We didn’t eat him. Titty bossboss might know more.”

Rys stared at the imp. “Do you have any idea how little that narrows things down?”

Although, now that he thought about it, he was pretty sure they meant Mina. Vallis was “bossbossboss” these days, after her volcanic tantrum because they kept burning her food. The imps didn’t appear to respect Alsia and Maria much, and often just called them “boss” despite their positions.

“White fox,” the imp said. “There’s fluffy bossboss and titty bossboss. Need to rename fluffy bossboss soon. Mean bossboss got vetoed.”

Fara and Mina, Rys deduced. He had been right to assume that Maria and Alsia weren’t high in the imp hierarchy.

How curious that Mina had already ascended to the level of “bossboss.”

“For good reason. I’d prefer it if I don’t wake up one morning to find out I don’t have imps because you annoyed Fara too much,” Rys said.

The imp nodded rapidly in agreement, then vanished.

Inspecting the letter, Rys noted the lack of markings. Not a single physical or magical mark lingered on its exterior. The wax had been applied physically, and did contain magic. But that magic lacked a signature.

Magical signatures were the unique element that any spellcaster left in their magic. Faking one was next to impossible, even with the greatest of astral power. Any spell cast contained the signature of its caster, and it could be used to determine who was behind it. This was vital to magical encryption and confirming identities.

However, magitech devices left no signature. They cast magic but weren’t alive. Magitech itself often had a magical signature, as they were constructed with magic, but that signature wasn’t passed on.

This letter had been sealed with magitech. The moment the wax seal was broken, the sender would be notified and the location would be broadcast. A simple but effective spell. No other spells or traps appeared to be within it.

Rys cast a spell, and a circle of red light appeared around him. Then he broke the seal. The spell activated, but was captured by Rys’s magical circle.

Now that he had ensured his security, he removed the piece of paper inside it.

It simply read, “Look to the north.”

Rys placed the letter on the table. Despite himself, he used mindspeak to ask a devil to look physically north and confirm that nothing was in the sky.

Once Rys knew that the letter wasn’t talking in literal terms, he took it more seriously. The letters were printed. Like the wax seal, this had been done using magitech. Whoever sent this wasn’t an amateur. They didn’t want to be tracked.

That told Rys a lot about the likely sender. If someone was trying to warn him—or pretend to warn him, if this was a distraction—then they were likely in the Malus League. They would have access to plenty of magitech, be aware of magical methods of detection, and need to hide any interactions with Rys. Other nations wouldn’t need to go to such lengths to hide their intervention.

A head appeared from the duct that the imp had used earlier. Mina grinned at Rys, then flipped out from the ceiling and landed neatly in his lap with a soft thump.

Now that she knew about the ducts, Mina lived in them. Actually lived in them. She had asked Rys to build her bedroom into the network of ducts, like a secret lair accessible only to those who knew it existed. The request amused him, and it was easy enough to accomplish.

Although he hadn’t anticipated Mina’s use of the ducts above his bedroom to spy on him. He doubted that she had realized that he had adjusted the soundproofing so that he could hear her, and her nightly activities. Although most of what Mina did was scuttle about the castle like a spider.

For a girl who had questioned his morals upon meeting Grigor, she seemed awfully at home among the infernals already.

“I’ve sat in a lot of comfy seats since arriving here, and this is still the best one,” Mina chirped as she pressed her ass into Rys’s crotch. “I see you got the letter. What’s it say?”

She read it aloud. Then she physically looked north and stared at the wall.

“Mina,” Rys said flatly.

“Don’t pretend you didn’t do the same thing,” she said, grinning. “Anyway, I had Tarasu investigate the messenger. He checks out. Professional messenger, only works in Anceston, letter and payment were done by proxy.”

“Somebody wanted to warn us about Avolar,” Rys said.

“Oh, so you already worked that out. I mean, I wanted to talk to you at the meeting today about what they’ve been up to and…” Mina trailed off. “Uh, I think we need to talk about what I even do.”

“What do you want to do?” he asked.

Mina gulped. “Now, or…?”

“As cliched as it is, where do you see yourself in… given your race, let’s say 100 years’ time?”

“Apparently you live forever, so draped over you on an evil throne, with five tails, happily sexed up, and with a belly out to here.” Mina held her hands roughly a foot in front of her stomach. “I like to imagine there’d be some asshole foxes from the Garrote Clan kneeling in front of you, sucking your cock while I watch.”

That escalated fast.

“What? You asked me what I want? Isn’t this wish fulfillment time?” She giggled, and a strange light appeared in her eyes. “I… I said it before. I want to be something. The alliance trained me as if I was important. Can you make me feel important, Rys?”

“If your report at today’s meeting is what I expect it to be, then you’ll be important, Mina,” he said. His fingers brushed her jaw.

Mina’s eyes widened and her breath caught.

She slowly slipped off his lap and stepped away, a smile on her lips. “I’ll make sure it’s everything you expect, master.”

One day, she was going to stop calling him silly names. But he supposed he didn’t mind that one too much.

In a few hours, he’d meet with Mina and his administrators and confirm for himself what his next move was. At the same time, he’d make his final decision about what to do with his delicious new fox.


Chapter 6


The war room hadn’t changed since last time. Sofas and bookshelves lined the walls. One side of the room was dominated by a massive table, which was covered by a map. Figures, notes, and recording crystals sat on top of it.

The other side of the room was for relaxing. Refreshments were laid out, and both Vallis and Tyrisa made use of them. The two of them had been in here all morning.

Grigor towered over the map in his human form, his glowing eyes staring down at it. Rys entered the room with Fara and noticed that neither Maria nor Alsia had arrived yet.

The moment he sat down, Mina popped her head out of a ceiling duct. Her eyes lit up when she saw him. She deftly swung down and landed directly in his lap, and he did his best not to react to over 100 pounds of fox slamming into his thighs. Although he did react to the way it caused her breasts to bounce around.

“Are you going to keep acting like you still have three tails?” Fara asked, exasperation evident in her tone.

“Does being an adult mean no fun is allowed?” Mina retorted. “Rys doesn’t mind. Do you, Rys?”

“That will depend on what your report is like,” he said.

“Don’t worry. My report will justify all of my playfulness.” Her confidence showed on both her face and in her voice. “Although I do hope you give me a more interesting mission after this. Some of the stuff I dug up in my spare time is pretty interesting.”

“Have you been that free?” Fara asked.

“I mean, part of the interrogation required me to let the prisoners stew.” Mina shrugged, and her tails began to curl around Rys.

He resisted the urge to stroke them. If he started, he didn’t know if he could stop, and he didn’t want to claim this little ball of fluffy excitement just yet.

“So, yeah, I had a bit of time to look into some stuff. I think it will help, especially with this letter that just came in,” she continued.

“Letter?” Fara asked.

Before he could answer, Maria and Alsia arrived. They were together for once, which was a rarity.

Both duchesses were demihumans and had horns, but that was where the similarities ended. Alsia was true Kinadain, for one thing. Where Maria was curvy, plump, and relied on her full figure, cute face, and very ample breasts for her beauty, Alsia had a well-balanced, lithe, and angelic beauty.

Maria had mid-length curly silver hair that required a significant amount of maintenance—Rys knew this because he had seen her take care of it in the morning. By contrast, Alsia was a warrior and rather utilitarian, so her blonde hair was straight, long, and untamed. She had been growing it out since becoming a duchess.

If Rys was forced to describe them simply, he would describe Maria as a cute woman with immense assets, and Alsia as a beautiful princess who could raise an army simply by standing in a field.

“Have we already started?” Maria asked as she entered, looking at the group assembled on one side of the room.

“Nay, Lady Maria, we have not,” Grigor said. He didn’t look up and continued glaring at the table.

“If we’re all here, then it’s as good a time as any,” Rys said.

He gave Mina a gentle touch around her hips. She giggled in response, but yielded and jumped off. Now free, he joined Grigor at the table. The others followed.

This assembly formed Rys’s cabinet. Grigor was his trusted general; Vallis, Maria, and Alsia his administrators; Fara provided trusted input; and Tyrisa took notes.

What role Mina might play was still to be decided, but she seemed promising.

“Let’s start with a status report. It’s been a few weeks since we’ve all gotten together,” Rys said. “Grigor, start us off.”

“Little has changed. The Malus League continue to reinforce their borders, but otherwise they pretend we do not exist.” The demon prince reached out and tapped Gravuskeep on the map, which was the fortress that protected the League’s northern border. “Taras reports an increased buildup in Gravuskeep, as well as additional construction taking place along the mountains. They are mustering for war.”

“What about our defenses?” Fara asked.

“We lack the resources to improve them,” Grigor said. “Our infernals are few, we lack mages to rapidly construct or upgrade castles, and we have no standing army. The closest we have are the professional guards of Anceston, under Lady Maria, and the elite Kinadain hunters that defended Fort Foret last time.”

“So why hasn’t the League crushed us like an ant?” Alsia asked, frowning.

“Because we spooked them with how rapidly we crushed Compagnon,” Rys replied. “The stories are far worse than reality, and nobody outside this room has a good picture of our true strength. To Archwarlock Maliah, I’m a powerful infernalist with an unknown number of demons, unknown magical associates, and the allegiance of the locals. Not to mention that if he attacks us, other nations will invade the League.”

Rys hated to admit it, but the only thing keeping his kingdom intact right now was an invisible stalemate in the archipelago.

The Malus League was a nation of pariahs. Formed by mages who wanted the freedom to do whatever they wanted, without regard to the morals of lesser mortals in Gauron, they had fled here. But they faced constant problems with trade as a result of international pressure and had attempted to invade other nearby nations to break the blockade.

“I can give you some good news,” Vallis said. “We’ve established very strong trade relations with Tarmouth and a number of major trading companies. The ruling council is very keen to keep us onside, so long as we remain an enemy of the Malus League and show no aggression toward Tarmouth. I, uh, think they learned their lesson from pissing off Maliah Jyarvic and nearly getting conquered a decade ago.”

“It’s a fair lesson. If Tarmouth had reacted negatively to my demons, I’d have to rethink my approach,” Rys said. “Unlike the Malus League, I don’t need to worry about the Gorgrians going on a quick holiday across the channel to sack my capital.”

The Royal Gorgrian Kingdom—known as the RGK—was easily the most powerful nation in the archipelago, save possibly for an odd little place in the north-east. Queen Faeris ruled the RGK, and her connections to Gauron enabled her to lavish wealth and prosperity on her people.

When the League had attacked Tarmouth a decade ago, Faeris had intervened to stop them. In retribution, the League had attacked the RGK a few years ago. The result had been the near destruction of Torfunburg, a major port city on the northern tip of the island of Gorgria. Faeris had fought off the League in the end, however.

“At least you’re honest about that,” Fara said.

“We don’t need to worry about it,” Vallis said, continuing with her report. “We’re still small, but the connections mean we can guarantee supplies and trade with Gauron and Pharos. Which is important, as we’re far from self-sufficient.”

“We grow more than enough food,” Maria protested.

“Are we going to defeat the Malus League by drowning them in food?” Vallis grinned. “I’m kidding. Don’t glare at me. The people are self-sufficient, but the kingdom isn’t. We don’t produce most of the crap that Rys wants. Magitech, magical catalysts, mages, weapons—I could go on, but I think you get it.”

“One of those things wasn’t like the others,” Alsia pointed out. “Are you thinking of importing mages?”

“No,” Rys said, intervening. “It’s too risky, given they would have strong connections to Gauron and might raise the alarm about me. But Vallis is right that we lack mages, along with basically anything magical. Most of our talented magic users are Kinadain, but almost all of them are hunters or similar.”

“People earn their living in the dains according to what they produce. Magic allows hunters to hunt better, and sometimes to craft better tools and weapons, but is otherwise of little use if you’re not a Sage or elder.” Alsia shrugged. “Even I was taught how to fight, despite being raised to become a Sage from youth.”

“I couldn’t disagree more with that idea, but I’ve seen the simple huts your people happily live in. Mages who can build fifty-story towers will need to come from elsewhere,” Rys said. “Anything else, Vallis?”

“Mostly a point of interest: I’ve noticed that we capture a lot of trade from Avolar,” she answered. “They have fairly specialized exports, and they import a lot of food, but I guess Tarmouth doesn’t have time for a small fish like them. Their artifact trade is tiny, and they lack any major trading companies—it’s just a lot of smaller merchants trading stuff through Port Mayfield.”

Rys’s eyes narrowed, while everyone else looked confused. Except Grigor, who nodded at Vallis.

“You’ve learned a bit from dealing with Compagnon,” Rys said.

“Mostly from listening to how you analyze and break down problems.” She rubbed the back of her neck and placed her other arm underneath her sizeable chest. “But yeah, you’re interested in Avolar, and this looks like a huge weakness. They’re a Kinadain-heavy nation, and their location means they’re not self-sufficient. We could cripple them with trade.”

The others finally realized why Vallis had pointed this out.

“Avolar has been friendly toward us, so far,” Maria said.

“Grudgingly,” Alsia said. She closed her eyes. “I suppose this is where I must speak up. There is growing discontent over my position, my relation to you, and your status as king. I feel that it is not genuine, but fomented.”

“It relates to Avolar?” Rys asked.

“It relates to the Kinadain at large.” A long pause, before Alsia chose to continue, “There are powers in Dalyros that dislike you. I am not well connected enough to know if it is the Federation or the Circle of Brethren that is responsible.”

“I can’t really say I care,” Rys said. “At least, not right now. But noted. If they’re stirring up trouble in Avolar, and the local elders, we’ll need to deal with the symptoms for now. We don’t have the resources to tear apart the entire archipelago.”

The Circle of Brethren were the spiritual representatives and governance structure of the Kinadain. Rys wanted nothing to do with them right now. One step at a time.

“Do you expect rebellion, or…?” he asked.

“No. But they need to be confronted, especially if we are to go to war with Avolar. In fact, I believe war with Avolar would be good. It would provide a distraction.” Alsia shrugged at the looks she received. “The hunters and warriors are bored, which makes it easy to rile them up. And a larger network of dains would increase the status of loyal elders, especially now that we’re granting land to individual Kinadain.”

“At least I can rely on you to coldly assess how to deal with a problem,” Vallis said drily. “That’s a good point about land grants, though.”

“Let’s stay focused,” Rys said. “Maria?”

“You know how the duchy is going. People are happy. The rumors and worries about demons have already died down, as nothing bad has happened. The tax changes have been well-received by the people who matter.” Maria smiled brightly. “Further abroad, I spoke with Queen Faeris last week. She does want to meet with you—or at least speak with you in person. I expect she’s interested in an ally against the League.”

“Anything from Kina Stag?” Rys asked, hopeful.

“Still nothing,” Maria said with a shrug. “Tenno Morai has always ignored any nation run by humans. If she is going to reach out to anyone, it will be Alsia.”

Everyone looked at Alsia, who shook her head.

A shame. Morai was the only person in the archipelago that Rys felt had the power to threaten him, even once he had his full power back. He wanted some idea of how she felt about him, before he accidentally stepped in shit with her.

But this was far from the first time in his life that he had flown blind while risking the wrath of extremely powerful beings. He’d cope.

Finally, Rys turned to the surprisingly quiet fox beside him. Mina had kept to herself, and the only sign that she was an anxious ball of energy ready to explode was that her tails were whirring behind her at twice the speed of Fara’s.

“Mina? It’s time for your report,” he said.

She nodded once, then licked her lips.

“I’ll start with the guild officers,” she said, her voice shaking with nervousness.

“Take your time,” Rys said. “I’m judging you on what you say, not how you say it. You’ll learn presentation with experience.”

Rys could groom a talented and sharp spy into a useful tool, but he wasn’t in a position to train her from scratch. He wanted someone who knew what they were doing, rather than someone who could bullshit.

After nodding several more times, Mina continued, “Almost all of Compagnon’s artifacts were coming from the League. They were selling them to some sort of cult back in Gauron that they had connections to. One of the officers was a believer and thought that the Labyrinth had a connection to the angels.”

She threw Rys a questioning look, and he shook his head.

“I’m fluent and literate in angelic, plus I’m heavily exposed to their magic. The Labyrinth has nothing to do with them, although the angels do have a fortress on the island of Malovik. It’s possible the cult got confused, but I’m certain that the two aren’t connected,” he said.

But it was curious. Compagnon appeared to have been drawn here by a divine connection, rather than mere greed.

“It’s useful info. Especially as the League would need a reliable source of artifacts,” he told Mina. “Keep going.”

“Compagnon were also forming connections up in Avolar,” she said. “They were basically a Malus League front, and there are probably League agents still active. But that’s not the worst part. I did some digging once I found out about Avolar, and it lines up with that message you got.”

Rys raised his hand to stop her, and briefly explained to the others about the cryptic message he received. Then he told Mina to continue.

“My home village is right near the city of Avolar, tucked away in the mountains,” she explained. “They know about us, and we buy food and supplies. But we’re not formally part of Avolar and don’t do jobs for them.”

“I’m sensing a problem here,” Rys said.

Fara rolled her eyes. “Quite a few of the local foxes do some work in the city.”

“It’s not that,” Mina protested. “I’m certain that there’s a Gold Clan handler in the city, but if that’s the case, why are they allowing the Malus League to operate there?”

Fara’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s… a damn good point.”

“Pharos disapproves of the Malus League?” Rys asked.

“Absolutely. And the Six-Star Alliance disapproves more strongly. Nobody can give me crap about working for you if the Alliance is supporting the League,” Fara said sharply. “Are you certain, Mina?”

“Ninety percent,” the younger fox said. “I checked with Auntie Nia.”

Fara swore. “Did you have to ask her something so damn obvious? Now I’m going to have to explain why we’re interested in Avolar.”

“I’m not that dumb, Fara.” Mina rolled her eyes, but her tails tensed up. “Remember, I just got drafted into the Gold Clan intelligence network. I bullshitted that I’m poking around for a new handler, because my current one is a fucking asshole. Nia sympathized, because she loves her adorable niece, and maybe let slip some stuff she shouldn’t have.”

“Huh. That’s actually pretty devious. And here I had you pinned as ditzy,” Vallis said, tilting her head.

“What?” Mina spat.

“No fighting in the war room,” Rys said.

“Yeah, only sex is allowed in here,” Vallis joked.

He rolled his eyes. “More to the point, how did you find the time to run all the way to Avolar and back to talk to your aunt, Mina?”

She blinked at him, her ears drooping in confusion. “Uh, I didn’t? I used code to communicate using sendings and proxies. It’s fairly standard stuff, as the message canisters are rare. The village has preestablished lines of communication, although the codes and proxies change every month or so.”

“Canisters?” he asked.

“Mmm. For important communications, we use paired canisters to communicate. You put a message in, and it appears in the other canister. They’re one-use only, however. The magic burns out in the process. They’re about this big.” Mina drew a cylinder along her wrist. “They’re mostly used for priority communications. I was told that it’s often cheaper to replace a fox than to make a new message canister, which is pretty cold.”

“Honest, though,” Fara said. “Last I heard, they measure the total stock in the thousands, on a continent with millions of foxes. Ariko could replace you without much effort, especially with Rys around.”

“Oh, I reckon he could replace me even without Ariko. Right, Rys?” Mina’s eyes twinkled, and she pressed her arms under her tits, emphasizing her cleavage.

He sighed. “What did I say earlier about focus?”

“Right.” Surprisingly, Mina shot back to full alert. “The other thing I heard on the grapevine is that Avolar is advancing south. Something about a town called Lapisloch?”

Vallis’s eyes widened. “Oh. I don’t like the sound of that. I’ve heard rumblings, but nothing serious.”

“Okay, I think the status report is over,” Rys said. “Before we talk about Avolar’s intentions, allow me to make it clear that my next objective is to conquer Avolar. Any objections?”

Nobody said anything. Then Mina raised her hand.

“Um, do I even get to object, if I wanted to?” she asked.

Rys stared at her. “You said you wanted to be something. Tell me, Mina, what do you think you’ve been doing this last week or so?”

“Spying.”

“Is that it?”

She bit her lip. Then gave him a cheeky smile. “I’ve been trying to give you a well-rounded intelligence report, but it’s been difficult. Your Malakin are fairly limited, and you lack anything else. I don’t really think I can say I’ve done anything other than spy. But I want to say that.”

Rys looked the young fox up and down. What he saw in her was the raw desire to prove herself to him. She had done nothing but that since arriving here.

Right now, Mina made an excellent candidate for his spymaster. He needed a talented spy that he could trust. She had done everything he had asked for, and was begging to be molded by him.

At the same time, she was young, nervous, and inexperienced. While she had the talent, she would be prone to mistakes. In the near future, he knew he’d be able to replace her with someone who was technically better.

But on the other hand, couldn’t the same have been said about him in the past? Couldn’t Duar or Lacrissa, or basically anyone have replaced him? Hell, Rys didn’t need to give Grigor a chance, back when he was a baby demon trying to prove himself in a war.

While Rys could summon experience, he couldn’t do the same for loyalty. Most of his candidates for spymaster had problems, or might not be viable for years. He didn’t know how long it would be before he could summon Asa.

Taking risks was half the fun in life. Why not take this one?

“Alright. You’re my new spymaster. So, yes, you do get an objection. Do you have one?”

Mina froze. Her eyes bulged. Rys worried she had gone so long without breathing that she had passed out.

Then she let out a silly giggle and shook her head.

“Thank you,” she mumbled. “You won’t regret this.”

“See that I don’t.”

He looked back at Vallis. “Lapisloch. Explain.”

“Huge food hub and processor. They’re independent of Avolar and everyone else. Whatever food Avolar doesn’t buy from us, they buy from Lapisloch. The rest is exported to Port Mayfield,” she said. “Avolar has been trying to annex them for years now. This sounds like an invasion, though.”

“Makes sense if they’re worried about us. They must know they’re not self-sufficient when it comes to food,” Rys mused. “This all sets an interesting scene.”

The League prepared for war, but also meddled with Avolar in an attempt to pincer Rys. At the same time, the other nations of the archipelago wanted to work with Rys to crush the League.

The longer Rys took, the worse his own situation got. He lacked the resources and power to oppose the League. What he did have were powerful demons and his own magical ability.

Waiting and building his strength was unwise, at least regarding Avolar. The Malus League was a different matter. He wondered if the sender of that letter had known that fact, because it aligned neatly with his own goals.

“We don’t have the resources or time to build a proper army to stop Avolar,” he said. “But we don’t need to wait. What I need to do is gain more power, so that I can summon more infernals and handle the situation directly. Before I can do that, we need to deal with the undead dragon in the Labyrinth.”

Grigor nodded grimly, and the meeting broke up. Mina swiftly vanished into the ducts, while the administrator trio sauntered away together, chatting about some problem that Rys hoped wouldn’t land in his lap. As always, Tyrisa tidied up her paperwork.

A bundle of soft fluffiness tickled Rys’s back, and he looked to his left to see Fara hovering next to him.

“I take it you’re not too busy?” she asked with a welcoming smile.


Chapter 7


“You’ve been redecorating while I’ve been away,” Fara said as they walked around the outside of the central courtyard.

“There’s a lot of unused space. Some of it will stay empty, until someone moves in to take it. But I can use a lot of it,” Rys responded. “Do you have any idea how boring it is to spend all day in my office, only to then immediately go to my bedroom?”

“Yes,” she said. “Because I’ve done that. Although I often didn’t have an office.”

He chuckled, and she smiled in return. They watched as several Kinadain aides shuffled through the hedge maze, too caught up in conversation to notice their watchers.

“Then you know why I’m varying things up. It gives me something to do, and then somewhere to go later. I want an atelier to study and practice my magic; an actual study and receiving room for private, thoughtful conversations where I’m not necessarily ‘King Talarys;’ and I want some baths,” he said.

“We have baths, Rys. Huge ones. Maria tells us all about how you fuck her in them,” Fara said flatly.

“Really?” he asked.

“Are you asking whether we have baths, or if Maria brags about her sex life?”

“Both.”

She rolled her eyes. “Walked right into that one. Smartass. She goes into great detail about you and the things you do to her. I swear Alsia should have died of heatstroke by now, with how overheated she looks most of the time when talking with Maria in hushed whispers.”

“And you?” Rys refused to let Fara bring this topic up and walk away without giving her own opinion.

For entirely impersonal reasons, of course. Also, because the way her ears and tails were drooping as he pressed her on the topic made it clear that she regretted bringing this up with each passing second. If he grinned for even a moment, he knew that she’d snarl at him and run away. So he kept a straight face and a steady tone.

“You’re such an ass,” Fara mumbled, then raised her voice. “I’ve been around for a while, Rys. I think I can show you a good time in bed.” She tried to meet his gaze, but failed, her eyes instead locking onto his jawline.

“Oh? Is it time for that reward?” he said.

His hand reached out and brushed her face. She froze with a gasp. Her tails shot bolt upright.

Then she broke the spell. “Baths,” she gasped out. “They’re ready, right? Let’s try them out.”

And then she ran off.

But this time, he didn’t let her get away.

Huge, grandiose bathhouses had been a symbol of wealth and excess in the Infernal Empire, and particularly Ruathym, Rys’s birthplace and the Empire’s capital. Infernals had delighted in the variety of liquids they bathed in. They created all manner of concoctions for no purpose other than to coat their bodies in, and to relax in for hours at a time.

Actual cleanliness wasn’t the objective. Infernals had magic for that. Bathhouses were for relaxing, socializing, and sometimes obscenely huge orgies organized by the succubi that went on for days or even weeks.

Rys had never appreciated most of the more opulent baths or liquids. Infernals weren’t human and bathed in ridiculous things. Tar, entire tubs full of the tears of children, tree sap, honey, semen—the list went on. Olive oil had been a popular choice, and Lacrissa had maintained an actual blood bath for over a decade once.

But Rys had always adored the enormous variety of mineral waters. The different textures, colors, and soaps available made for a nice experience when he wanted to relax. Soaking for an hour while pondering a problem, sometimes with a succubus or three, had always been a great way to pass the time.

What he wanted to do was recreate a grand design he remembered from his early days of freedom from Lacrissa. A multi-story terraced complex of cascading bathtubs carved from marble, with self-regulated cleaning systems, huge changing rooms, and dozens of different types of water.

Of course, he hadn’t built it yet. Rys could carve out such a structure within a day, but the problem was how to run it. The plumbing was one thing, the mechanisms to control it were another. While he knew plenty about mechanisms to control the flow of water, this would be on a whole new level from anything he had touched.

Finishing it would require summoning knowledge devils for engineering help and importing magitech to handle some of the more complex systems.

Vallis had stared at Rys as though he had gone mad when he explained his plan and the necessary purchases. She then nearly collapsed on her desk once she realized he was serious.

For now, he just had a large hot spring, paved with natural stone and drawing on the nearby spring water. This, at least, he had built without much trouble or a screaming Viceroy.

The changing room contained Fara’s clothes already, and Rys stripped and headed in. A small sign sat on a shelf. If she had hung it up, it would tell others not to enter. But she hadn’t hung it up, so he intruded.

Fara stood at the edge of the hot spring, her tails bunched up around her naked body as she dipped one foot into the water. A blush rose to her cheeks once she spotted Rys, but she showed no other reaction.

Instead, she slipped into the steaming mineral water with a sigh of satisfaction. Her black tails submerged with her body, but somehow remained voluminous and fluffy. A thin layer of light wrapped around them and protected them from the water.

Rys stepped into the pool and moved toward her. Fara’s eyes followed his every movement.

“I get the feeling you’ve been waiting for this,” he said.

“Mina told me about this place,” the black fox admitted. “You do realize she’s already memorized your daily schedule, right? She’s probably wondering where you are right now, as you’re deviating from it.”

Given he was pretty sure Mina was watching them from above right now, he doubted that.

“Let’s not talk about Mina,” he said. He sat next to her, but just far enough away to stop her from naturally leaning into him.

As he expected, she tried to do exactly that. A frown crossed her face when she nearly toppled over, and she scooched over to sit next to him, then repeated her motion. Her head rested against his shoulder while her tails fanned out behind him. Their tips stroked his back, tickling him.

The urge to run his hands through them grew with each passing second. Fara’s tails were a temptation man was not built to resist. Fortunately, they were all his.

The two fell into a companionable silence. Or it would be one, if it weren’t for the fact that Fara was trying and failing to build up to something.

Despite his desire to take her, Rys wanted her to take this final step. Only then would she truly be his.

Once it became clear she wasn’t ready yet, he slipped away and drifted into the pool. The heat washed over his muscles.

Fara watched him, eyes lidded and tails weaving as she soaked in his naked form. He did the same to hers.

Droplets of water traced lines along her pale skin and the naked curves of her body. He took in her pert, delicate breasts and lithe, muscled frame. Beneath the water, her balanced hips hid the supple curves of her ass, but he saw the pink slit between her legs. Fara kept herself very trim down there, it seemed.

As if in response to his attention, her tails began to wave back and forth behind her. They beckoned him, tantalizing him. He drifted back to her.

“Like what you see?” she asked, not a hint of nervousness in her tone.

Rather than say anything, he decided to show her his answer. He stood over her. One of his hands ran through her tails, and she moaned in ecstasy. His erect cock hung over her face. Fara stared up at it and smiled.

“That’s a nice answer,” she murmured.

“You said you wanted something special to return to.” Rys reached out with his other hand and stroked her cheek. She leaned into his touch, her eyes fluttering closed. “Tell me, Fara, is the sex that special thing, or is it me?”

Fara huffed and crossed her arms beneath her naked tits, pushing them up and making them appear larger than they were.

“Maria warned me that you might do this,” she said. “You’re fucking my tail with your hand, and have your massive cock right over my face, ready for me to enjoy. Do you have to play world-conquering controlling overlord, Rys?”

He chuckled and ran his hand through her tail again, eliciting a gasp. His length pressed against her face. Fara gulped, but didn’t respond to the flesh against her cheek.

“I can’t stop what I am,” he said. “Plus, it’s fun.”

“For you,” she said.

Then, to her surprise, Rys got out of the hot spring. Fara’s arms reached for him, before she realized what she was doing and stopped herself. Her tails lowered and she clutched her body.

“Perhaps we can finish our conversation tonight?” Rys offered.

“Tonight?” Her eyes lit up.

“In my bedroom. I’ll make sure nobody else ties me up,” he said.

With that, he left his fox aching for him. Her fingers thrust into her crotch as he left, her eyes desperately wishing for him to come back and take her.

But he had already won. All he had to do was wait a few hours, and she’d be waiting for him, like a present asking to be unwrapped.

The rest of the day passed quickly. Grigor and Fred wanted input on the Labyrinth dive to deal with the undead dragon. Mina wanted affection and praise. The administrators kept to themselves, although Rys made it clear that he would be busy tonight and tomorrow morning.

Just in case Maria or Alsia got any ideas. Vallis waggled her eyebrows at him when he let her know, her hands beneath her desk.

“Did Fara complain to you?” Rys asked Vallis.

“You left her with a deep, aching need, Rys. Pretty damn mean for a guy known as the Incubus King.” Vallis grinned. “Or is that why you have that name? The Lilim seem to long for you more and more with every day that you don’t touch them. Can’t say I get it.”

“Denial is a powerful weapon, especially if somebody wants you,” he said, absolutely aware of the irony of Vallis pretending that she doesn’t understand the power of denying sex.

“Right.” She paused. “I am absolutely learning some manipulative shit from you, aren’t I?”

“Does that bother you?”

Vallis frowned. “I don’t know. But I do know that Fara is happy, and Mina said that what happened in the hot spring was hot as fuck. She’s, uh…”

“I’m not letting her record my sex with Fara on a recording crystal, just so you know. She’s my next stop,” Rys said. He gave Vallis a serious look before he left. “Maybe think about what you want, before worrying about what I’m doing with others.”

She stared at him with wide eyes, and her hands suddenly shot above the desk. Her cheeks glowed bright red.

He left, then visited Mina again. This time, he chided her, and set some boundaries on her spying.

Mostly because Fara would probably serve her niece for lunch if she found out that she had been recorded during sex. Rys had spent most of his life around succubi. He didn’t give a damn about Mina’s hobbies, but Fara needed to give permission first.

Then Mina could do what she wanted.

Finally, the sun set. Rys made sure to wait until it was truly night, and not merely twilight or dusk.

Maybe he was being a little mean. But he was an old hand at this game. Fara wasn’t going anywhere.

He entered his bedroom. As expected, a familiar fluffy-tailed resident lounged on his bed. She wore a seductive set of nightwear—lacier and more interesting than he had expected from her, actually. It consisted of a sheer violet gown with a violet knot over her collar that parted over her belly and crotch. A tiny set of lacy black panties barely covered her crotch, and her breasts hung free of any bindings or underwear.

Fara pretended to read when he entered, but immediately set the book aside without using a bookmark. Raising an eyebrow, Rys began to undress.

“Well?” she asked, excitement laced throughout her voice. He could see her arousal darkening her panties further, and her nipples stood at attention.

“Let’s start where we left off,” he said, resisting the urge to smirk. “Is the sex the special thing you returned for, or me?”

She glared at him. “Fucking hell, Rys. I’m here, waiting for you like a bitch in heat, and you really do want to do this?”

He laughed. “Well, at least you’re honest.”

He threw his clothes in the laundry hamper. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her.

“Last time we spoke, you made the decision to serve me. But you’ve focused entirely on Mina since then. Let’s finish what you started, Fara,” he said. “What do you plan to do?”

She crawled across the bed to him and settled her head on his shoulder. His hands slipped into her tails and she sighed.

“This,” she mumbled. “This is what I plan to do. Be with you. I want to try this. My clan chewed me up and spat me out, and you helped me realize how much I have regretted not walking away from them earlier. More than that, I regretted never doing so many other things in my life. I don’t want to add to my regrets by ignoring you, Rys.”

“Are you sure you won’t regret being with me?” One of his hands tickled her fox ears, and she smiled in return.

“Maybe, but I’ve been wrong about you so far. Everything up until I met you has been about others. I want to indulge. Maybe that will be a mistake, but I think that I’ll enjoy this time, however long it is,” she said.

“I half expected you to say a cliché,” he said.

She laughed. “‘Better to have loved and lost, than to have never loved at all?’” she quoted. “It’s a nice saying. But given who you are, we’ll see if I ever have a chance to lose you at all. I’m on my third generation of the Tornnes family with Vallis, but you’ve seen continents fall that I haven’t even heard of.”

“I like to bring people with me,” Rys said. “And we have a few centuries to work something out for you. So, does that make me the special one?”

“You are incorrigible.” But Fara laughed. “Yes, you ass, I want you. I like you. I love being around you. Let’s see if that turns into actual love.”

Her hands cupped his cheeks, but he made the first move. Leaning in, he pressed his lips against hers. His tongue slipped inside and pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth. Her eyes widened for a moment, before closing with a moan.

He pushed her backward, and she toppled onto the bed. One of his hands ran through her tails, which curled around him as if to imprison him. His cock stood painfully erect. Her hands rubbed against it and her fingers ran a ring around his very tip. His massive length rubbed against her bare flesh as he crushed her against the bed.

Their heated kiss continued. Soft moans rumbled in his throat. Fluffy sensations tickled bare skin and sweat glistened along both their bodies. Fara throbbed with heat as she responded desperately to Rys’s attention. Her panties soaked through, the juices dripping onto her thighs and rubbing onto him. Her painfully erect nipples rubbed against his bare chest as her tits pressed into him.

“Tell me that you want this?” he asked as he broke the kiss.

“I want this,” she gasped out.

“What do you want?”

“For you to fuck me.”

He grinned as he fingered her panties. “How? You compared yourself to a bitch in heat earlier?”

“Just fuck me, Rys,” she said, eyes glazed with lust. “Use that fat cock of yours and show me why you’re the Incubus King.”

“I don’t hear a please?” he teased.

She glowered at him. “Fuck me, Rys. Make love to me. Slam your cock into me. Does one of those work?”

He laughed and dove in for a second kiss. “I hadn’t expected you to actually ask like that.”

“You asshole,” she mumbled around his lips.

With such enthusiastic permission, how could he refuse her? Rys peeled her dripping wet panties off, and they left lines on her pale legs wherever they touched.

Fara’s pretty pink pussy begged for his attention, its lips opening up and dribbling juices all over the bedsheets.

“You’re a messy little fox, aren’t you?” he said.

“Not yet,” she said. Her fingers opened her slit wide while her eyes took in his erection. “You still need to fill me up, so I can really show you how messy I get.”

Rys straightened up so that he was kneeling in front of her. Fara rubbed her feet up and down his bare back. Her tails tickled his neck and shoulders. Her eyes locked onto his, and all he saw was her raw need.

He rubbed his cock along her soaked slit and she moaned.

“Rys,” she whined. “I already begged.”

“You didn’t say please.”

“Please fuck me?” she asked plaintively. One of her hands reached for his cock, but he batted it away and her black fox ears flattened against her head.

“Good fox,” he said.

Then he hilted himself inside Fara. She gasped and threw her head back. Her insides wrapped around his cock as he pressed against her. His balls bounced against her ass as he bottomed out.

“You’re so fucking huge,” she gasped out. “Maria wasn’t lying when she said you reshaped her.”

“There’s a reason I know I can take my time with seduction,” Rys said.

He pulled back, and Fara moaned again. Her lips quivered as he held himself right at the edge of her entrance.

“After all, you won’t be thinking about anyone ever again,” he added.

Then he began to thrust into her. Fara’s voice turned into lewd music. Wet squelching and slapping sounds echoed throughout the room every time Rys shoved his cock deep inside her.

Fara’s legs suddenly spasmed and locked around his back. Her muscles tightened. So did her pussy, and she tried to milk him.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped out in the middle of orgasm. “Keep fucking me like that!”

He obliged. Her moans turned to screams as he melted his fox with pleasure. Juices built up in a puddle beneath where they were connected.

Eventually, he felt himself approach a climax of his own.

“You wanted to be filled, didn’t you, you messy little fox?” he growled.

“Yes! I want to feel that heat inside me,” Fara said, her eyes lost in pleasure as she met his gaze.

He slammed his cock deep inside her and let himself go. Thick ropes of his seed pumped into Fara. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth as she twitched on the bed.

Rys bucked against her to shake out the last few shots, ensuring that he emptied everything into her. It wouldn’t do to skimp, after all.

Then he popped his cock out of Fara’s pussy and watched as she made a mess of his bed. Fat globs of white drooled out of her despoiled slit and piled up on the sheets. They mixed with her juices like honey and wine.

Fara grinned at him and tightened her legs around his back.

“You have more where that came from, right?” she asked.

Then she flipped him over, gripped his cock, and slipped him inside her. Tonight would be a very long night.

But he knew that Fara enjoyed her special reward, and that he had claimed his fox for life.


Chapter 8


When Rys awakened in the morning, he was alone. No black tails wrapped around him, and his hands found only empty space next to him.

He found this familiar, but expected something more from Fara. Perhaps he had pushed her too much yesterday, but he had been certain that she had been as interested in the game as he was.

His hand pressed against the mattress. It felt warm, if only just. Fara hadn’t left that long ago, Rys surmised. Her body warmth lingered.

As did plenty of little black hairs, sprinkled across his legs and beneath the sheets. He supposed that was the price of those wondrous fluffballs she had attached to her ass.

Rising from the bed, Rys stretched. Soft, warm light glowed from the wall lamps and he swore that he heard the pitter-patter of Mina above him once he turned off the soundproofing. He had no windows in his bedroom, but he did have a ceiling duct for the imps. Windows were easily compromised and difficult to secure with wards. The duct at least didn’t allow anyone except Mina and the imps into it.

He quickly dressed as he ran through his plan for the day. Grigor likely needed a few more days to prepare for the Labyrinth raid. Not all the infernals were in the palace, after all. So Rys had some time to manage things.

The door opened, interrupting Rys’s thoughts. Fara backed inside, carrying a large tray with bowls, plates, and cutlery. With a flick of his wrist, Rys held the door open with magic.

“I’m surprised you don’t have automatic doors given all the magic here,” Fara grumbled as she settled the tray on the floor. It had some sort of cushion beneath it.

Rys stared at her. “Are we eating on the floor?”

“Humor me.”

He shrugged and kneeled opposite her. The tray held simple food: porridge, grilled fish, a herby-looking soup that he doubted the taste of even if it smelled nice, and thinly sliced pieces of fatty, oily pork.

“This is the strangest breakfast I think I’ve had,” he said. He held up one of the slices of pork.

“I wanted to reproduce a traditional breakfast from Pharos, but a lot of what we eat simply isn’t here. Rice is rarely grown, and nobody knows what soybeans even are. The selection of meat is wildly different, so I simply grabbed something that was preserved that nobody would miss.” Fara shrugged.

“Something tells me that you haven’t cooked for a while. You made this yourself?” he asked.

“Thank you, Rys,” the fox said flatly, her tails curling around her and ears drooping.

“I appreciate that you prepared breakfast, but I don’t think you’re interested in me for my ability to give out empty compliments.” Despite his words, he began to eat.

The two of them wordlessly tore apart the meal. Rys rated it pretty highly for something prepared so haphazardly. High quality ingredients prepared simply worked well. Poor cooking skills couldn’t ruin something if they weren’t used, after all.

“You seemed to like it despite your whining,” Fara accused him, noticing his opinion.

“I have fairly broad tastes,” he said. “Food fads in the Infernal Empire shifted constantly. There were a few years where the upper courts fried everything in obscene amounts of oil. That was hell on logistics and ruined agriculture for decades, as all the crops shifted over to try to meet the massive surge in crops necessary to produce all that oil, and then it was gone in a flash.”

“You don’t seem the sort to force others to meet your personal desires like that,” Fara said, playing with one of the bones from the fish. “Even yesterday, you made me come to you. I still don’t know if I get it. You have all this power, but you rarely use it. Why not? You could have taken me at any time since I returned, but you kept playing this game.”

“It was a fun game,” he said. “Do you regret it?”

Fara’s tails flattened against the ground in the blink of an eye. “No. Not for a second. It was… exciting. And freeing. I don’t know if you can understand that last part, or why it’s so important.”

“Fara, you do remember that I’ve been pushing you to make your own decisions since we met? So, yes, I do realize the importance of freedom to you,” Rys said. “You made the decision yourself to work with me, to sleep with me, and to swear loyalty to me. All of that, despite how our first meeting went.”

She frowned. The tips of her tails curled up and seemed to dance in the air. “That’s not what I mean. It’s…” She sighed and played with her hair, refusing to look at Rys. “Mina told you how she dedicated her life to training, and gave up everything? I feel the same about my life. I trained, then I fought as an enforcer, then I joined Gregory and protected his family, which eventually led to Vallis. Every day has been full of purpose.”

Rys listened patiently.

“I trained, or fought, or protected, or sometimes listened to the grousing or planning of others. Yesterday, I did none of that after the meeting.” She smiled. “We went to the baths, we played our game, you slapped your dick on my face.” A giggle escaped her despite her lewd words.

“I expected that to work,” Rys admitted.

“It did. I can’t believe you just walked away,” she whined. “I spent an hour bitching at Vallis about how you blue balled me and yourself. But that’s my point. The entire day was just… fun. Vallis had all this work to do, and I just screwed around.”

Fara reached her hand out, palm open. Rys took it, and she smiled at him.

“That is why I want to be with you, Rys. Not because you have a big dick, or because you’re hot—you’re both, by the way—but because you’ve given me something I’ve always wanted, and I didn’t know it. I’ll find somewhere to go while living for myself like this, but I can do it in my own time and for my own reasons.” Fara raised an eyebrow. “Which is why I wonder why you helped me.”

“I just told you earlier—” he began to say.

“It’s as much a happy accident that I’m staying with you, as anything else. But what if I decide to leave? What if Vallis decides she wants to reclaim her family heritage back in Gauron, and I decide to go with her?” Fara pressed. “You can manipulate, control, and abuse others with all the power you have, and you don’t. Not as much as you could. You could have taken me, or used a contract long ago to claim me.”

“Do you want me to?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

She shuddered. “No. But I don’t think you’d ask, and if you pushed, I suspect you know the result.”

“Then I’ll level with you: that answer is exactly why I don’t bother.”

When Fara gave him a look of confusion, his lips turned upward. He wished that she had brought some drinks. For now, he made them some coffee. Taking the opportunity to clean up, Fara shifted to the edge of the bed.

Rys gave her a mug of black coffee, then sat next to her. “If all I need are people who will do what I say, I can get them anywhere. Any ruler can buy, hire, or force generals and administrators into service. But loyalty and respect are earned. I can rely on Grigor because of that mutual respect, even after all these centuries. I do manipulate people, but the worst of it is saved for those I don’t care about. Anybody in my inner circle is valuable, and that means mutual respect.”

“That doesn’t sound very evil, you know,” Fara said.

“It’s more about being efficient. The endless lust for power and control does tend to make me seem evil, however. Others don’t appreciate it when I covet what’s theirs or refuse to accept their authority.” He smirked. “That’s why power is freedom, Fara. The more of it you have, the less others can force you to do what they want. As long as you want freedom, I think you’ll remain with me.”

“Just like Vallis, Maria, and Alsia,” she noted. “A slow descent into corruption because we gain more from you than from doing ‘what’s right.’”

“So you do understand.”

“A little. I expected corruption to be more overt, or at least to corrupt people into doing worse things,” she admitted. “But maybe I’ve just seen too many questionable things done that it’s so easy to accept you, and I’ve been in the archipelago too long to care about all the infernals.”

“They’re a loveable sort,” Rys said.

“I think Grigor carries the load in that sense. Margrim too, maybe. He has a rough charm. I half expect him to try to retire and start a farm somewhere, given how much of an old man he sounds like at times,” she said.

Her fingers crept along his leg, and Fara’s smile turned seductive. “So, do you have any plans for the morning?”

As it turned out, he didn’t. At least, not anymore. His new plans involved reducing Fara to a moaning, screaming pile of ecstasy and juices. The rest of his day—once he cleaned up—focused on a few minor administrative matters.

Finally, Grigor let Rys know that he had given word to the other infernals and they were returning. It was time to deal with the undead dragon.


Chapter 9


Infernals, Kinadain, and a mystic fox mingled outside the Labyrinth entrance as Rys descended the steps. Two of the figures towered above everybody else, their massive bulks a reminder of the raw power that Rys commanded from his demons. Both Grigor and Fat Fred were immensely powerful demon princes by the standards of the mortals around them.

“Everybody seems to be getting along,” Rys commented as he sidled up to Fara.

She gave him a sidelong look from the corner she stood in. Unlike the others, she kept her distance from the infernals.

“Better than I expected,” Fara admitted. “I hadn’t realized the Kinadain had grown accustomed to the demons while I was gone.”

“They train together most days. The noble demons are strong and experienced, and Alsia’s best warriors are highly skilled. There’s a lot for both sides to learn from one another,” Rys said.

Alsia and a handful of her best swordsmen stood in the center of the room, next to Grigor and a few noble demons. A pale-skinned dwarf with no beard stood next to them—this was Margrim, who was the leader of the Ashen. They were a race of pyromaniacal common devils capable of infernal sorcery.

All devils had a human form and a monstrous form, although the latter was only seen in the most dire of circumstances. Most devils would rather die than allow others to see their monstrous form, and they usually did.

The human form varied with species. The Ashen had always seemed off, given albino dwarves with red eyes, no beards, and the ability to use sorcery resembled normal dwarves about as well as sharks resembled goldfish. The fact they somehow passed as dwarves anyway caused Rys to question the intelligence of humanity.

“The Kinadain have always been so superstitious, however.” Fara frowned. “Even I’m not quite sold on the ordinary demons. They’re far too driven by their instincts.”

“I doubt most people would be any different, if you gave them the same power and life,” Rys said. “But the demons are settling down as they realize that they will be here for the long haul, so long as they don’t fuck things up.”

“No grand briefing for the troops, Rys?” a pompous voice interrupted them. “Although I suppose we are all familiar enough with this strange Labyrinth of yours.”

Fred lumbered up to the pair of them, his immense corpulence shaking the very foundation of the castle with each step he took. Instinctively, Fara’s tails curled around herself as his four baleful eyes locked onto her. But the prince swiftly redirected his attention to Rys.

“I’ve never been one for big speeches, Fred,” Rys said. “Plus, this is mostly mop up. I need to remove a blockage so that I can investigate the rest of the Labyrinth. Should I reel off something about the need for good plumbing?”

“It is important,” Fred replied with a toothy grin that practically split his bestial face in two. Fara physically recoiled. “Ah, my apologies, Lady Fara. I am afraid that I lost my human illusion Gift a number of centuries ago. A mishap during the Golden Age. The devil who granted it to me was a victim of the helldragon’s rampage, before Azrael put her down.”

Rys grimaced. “I really do need to brush up on my history in more detail.”

One side of Fred’s face rose, expanding his triangular eyes. “I would recommend it. There are few threats capable of matching you at full strength, but they have been active during the great phases of history. The Archangel Azrael is one, but there are immensely powerful dragons still around despite the near extinction of their race. And humanity grows in power with each century. Perhaps one day a second Talarys might be born.”

“I think one Rys is more than enough,” Fara drawled.

“I can agree on that,” Rys said.

“You realize that wasn’t a compliment, right?”

“Yes. And while I’m very happy with myself, I’m certain I’d hate somebody else who was exactly like me,” he said with a wink.

“Honesty is a virtue,” Fred said solemnly. “Although I imagine it is weighed down by the immensity of the seven sins you endlessly indulge in. Today should be an excellent chance to see you empty your wrath on another.”

The demon prince tipped his halberd, then stomped off to talk with the Lilim. The little succubi stared at their new companion in confused fascination. Refusing Fred was impossible, given his rank, but they didn’t know what he wanted from them.

“He’s doing that on purpose, isn’t he?” Fara asked under her breath.

“Fred’s a simple demon. He has power, and he enjoys exerting it. Right now, he’s taking great pleasure from the fact that the Lilim are deeply discomforted by him but can’t run away. He doesn’t do anything. He merely exercises his power,” Rys said.

“I’d say that makes him an asshole, but everything about him confuses me.” Fara’s tails wavered uncertainly.

“Fred is definitely a pompous prick. He’s friendly and reliable beneath the rough exterior.”

“I’m not sure I’d call his exterior ‘rough’, Rys.”

Rys moved over to the gate when he spotted a glitter of light near it. Grigor noticed his movement and joined him after waving off the others. The demons parted like the sea for Grigor, offering the demon prince a raised fist and a greeting as he passed. After a few moments, Alsia joined Rys as well, her red cloak fluttering behind her as she darted through the rapidly closing gap that Grigor left in his wake.

The light turned out to be Orthrus, Rys’s partner in this castle. Orthrus was a golden wisp of light. Two glowing eyes and the shape of a skull and beak could be seen within the ball.

When Rys had awoken from 1500 years of slumber, he had been greeted with this golden wisp. Supposedly, Orthrus had been sealed inside Castle Aion—which was the official name of this place—long before Rys, and he had spent millennia trying to free himself. He had weakened the seal on Rys, but Orthrus was still limited in his movements.

The wisp held countless secrets and possibly told many lies. But Rys had his own secrets. The two needed to work together to free themselves, even if they didn’t trust each other.

“You are ready to leave?” Orthrus asked, his tone smooth and artificial. He used magic to project his voice and it left obvious traces. Rys didn’t know if the magic was necessary because Orthrus was a wisp, or if he had always used magic to talk.

“Is the dragon still in place?” Rys asked.

“It is not a dragon, but a sleithneir,” Orthrus stated testily.

“It looked like a dragon to me when we saw it. But elucidate the differences,” Rys said, curious if there were any.

“A dragon is a natural being, native to Harrium. They have enormous magical reserves, flame breath, and are capable of using sorcery,” Orthrus said.

“Uh huh. Orthrus, I commanded and trained literal armies of dragons. I’m asking what a sleithneir is.”

The wisp attempted to glare at him, but lacked the eyelids or presence to achieve the desired effect.

“The sleithneir is the Creator’s version of a dragon,” Orthrus explained, referring to the being that created the Labyrinth and Castle Aion. “It is an unnatural beast, with powerful magic condensed into a smaller size than dragons of comparable strength. Their breath varies based on their breed—that is why the undead variation you encountered spewed actual death. Instead of sorcery, they have magical abilities built into them and greatly increased strength, regeneration, and resilience.”

Rys stared at Orthrus. “The Creator mass produced his own version of fucking dragons?”

“Yes. I believe he felt that the breeding process of dragons was too slow.”

“The Infernal Empire felt the same way.” Rys shook his head in disbelief, holding a hand against his head. “They weren’t quite as successful.”

Fara looked at him in confusion, while Grigor’s expression darkened.

“Rys, I don’t follow,” Fara said.

“The Infernal Empire used dragons as their most powerful weapons in war. Siege weapons that could crack the greatest fortresses; elite armies that could destroy even the most dangerous opponent; champions that had the power to threaten even angelic Primum,” he explained. “The downside was the time it took to train and breed them.”

“Indeed. We had precious few remaining after the Cataclysm and the war against the angels,” Grigor rumbled. “And, of course, after Mylar’s betrayal, even fewer remained on Harrium.”

“Don’t remind me,” Rys said darkly.

The Infernal Empire had fallen due to the betrayal of the dragons. Although it was harsh to call it a betrayal, given how horrific the Empire really was.

Could someone betray an Empire that controlled them against their will?

Rys didn’t really care. The reality was that the dragon king Mylar had destroyed Ruathym, killed Rys’s mentor and friend, Duar, and ended the oldest and greatest nation on Harrium in a single night. Afterward, countless millions had died as a direct result.

Forcibly pushing his thoughts away from the fall of Ruathym, Rys returned to the topic at hand.

“Dragons take roughly two centuries to become an adult, at which point they build up the magical reserves that make them so fearsome,” Rys continued. “Before that, they’re just big, ugly things who can throw powerful spells and breathe fire. Whereas adult dragons can hurl a century of magical energy at once. If you put a dozen of them together, they can literally vaporize cities.”

Fara stared at him, eyes wide.

“Yeah, this is normal for me,” he said. “I know a trick or three to stop them, but I’ll need my full power back. My problem is that this sleithneir is a mass-produced version of a dragon. Orthrus, from the sounds of it, it’s more consistently dangerous?”

“Correct. Ordinary dragons must be conservative with their power, but every spell might contain years of power. This sleithneir will be stronger at all times, but it will not cast a spell to, say, vaporize everyone in the chamber.”

“I’ll take it,” Rys said. “I actually think dragons might be stronger.”

“They are, but does that matter when you have ten thousand sleithneirs that can be created in a matter of years?” Orthrus asked rhetorically.

The power of the Creator was something else, Rys realized. Then again, he already knew that. The Labyrinth was a wonder beyond his imagining.

Grigor swiftly gathered up the expeditionary force, and they set off into the Labyrinth.

As always, the first four floors took very little time. The Kinadain swordsmen appeared to be used to this, and Rys realized they must be joining the demons in their daily Labyrinth dives.

Alsia sidled up to him to explain, “We have an innate sense of direction in the Labyrinth. This Orthrus might understand more than we do, but we have been leading the demonic raiding parties recently. It is good practice for them.”

“I hadn’t realized,” Rys said with a frown. He supposed he couldn’t stay on top of everything.

The problem of the Labyrinth was that it twisted and changed whenever he turned his back on it. If they left a room, it instantly transformed. The first four floors were always linear, but from the fifth floor onward, it became a maze that could chew up anyone who entered it. Without a guide like Orthrus or the Kinadain, there was no guarantee that they could escape at all.

The Labyrinth itself was a twisted mystery that bent time and space. It stretched across the entire archipelago. Right now, Rys was trying to push his way toward the island of Gorgria. Orthrus told him that there was a way to connect the Labyrinth to it.

Each room contained bizarre creatures that the party defeated without much difficulty. Eight-legged hounds covered in spikes that charged them on sight. Fire-breathing lizards with six arms that used white-hot weapons. Colorless blobs that expelled noxious gases and controlled the surrounding temperature, but could only be harmed by magic from afar.

The infernals and Kinadain were well versed in how to fight each enemy. Although they had changed since the last time Rys had been down here. Evidently, the Labyrinth altered more than its layout. The size of the rooms themselves had also increased to match the larger size of the adventuring party. Rather than corridors, Rys would call them causeways, given they could fit a dozen demons abreast.

Eventually, the group found the chamber with their target.

A gargantuan hall stood before them, shrouded in darkness. They stood on top of a staircase that led down and at the far end was a steel door twice Grigor’s height. The spine of the sleithneir poked up out of the darkness, clearly curled around a shrine hidden within it. Rotten scales and flesh ran along its backside, and huge pools of pus and goo shined in the dim light.

“It looks as horrific as it did last time,” Fara said, her face paling.

“Somehow, it looks smaller,” Grigor noted.

“The chamber is bigger,” Rys said, looking around. “But nothing else is. That will make this easier. I had been concerned about fighting it in such a small hall, given how damn big it is.”

The undead dragon would barely fit inside the palace’s throne room. Not even Fat Fred’s bulk would be enough to plug its throat and cause it to choke to death, which was saying something.

“Rys, how big do dragons get if this is a small one?” Fara asked.

“The biggest ones I recall are the size of keeps,” he said.

“The silver helldragon who serves Azrael is larger,” Fred noted from behind them. “She is the largest of her race—nearly a thousand feet long, and comparable in size to the largest of castles.”

Rys found that hard to believe, but confirmed that Fred wasn’t exaggerating that badly using his knowledge Gift.

“She’s not quite that large,” Rys said. “But she’s close.”

“Rys, what is a helldragon?” Fara asked. “I’m feeling a lot less worldly today.”

“They’re a species of dragon that the infernals created by…” He coughed. “By injecting large amounts of infernal energy into dragons. I’ll leave it to your imagination how that happened, but it took place during the Emergence, over 4000 years ago. They’re bigger, meaner, more powerful versions of dragons.”

“But not sleithneirs.”

“No. They’re still dragons, at least biologically. The infernal energy just… warps them.” Rys shrugged. “More to the point, we need a plan to kill this thing. Grigor, given what Orthrus said about its enhanced strength, I think it’s wise to limit direct confrontation to just us.”

Rys gestured to himself and the two demon princes. Fara scowled in response.

“You are not leaving me out of this,” she snapped.

Alsia also took the opportunity to enter the conversation. She had lingered nearby, while her swordsmen grimaced at the beast dwelling below.

“Agreed. I believe we are both capable warriors. Can we not assist you here?” Alsia said, one hand on her sword.

Rys rolled his eyes. “I do want to make it clear that you can help defeat the thing without turning yourself into its lunch. Do either of you have the ability to stop it from squashing you flat?”

“Do you?” Fara countered.

“Yes,” Fred and Grigor rumbled together.

Fara blinked while Rys chuckled. Several nearby demons looked over in confusion.

“Trust me. I can bench press that thing all day long,” Rys said. “So can Grigor and Fred. That’s why we go on the front line. You’re forgetting the gap between demon princes and mortals. What I want from the two of you is support. Fara, your spiritual flames are the best weapon we have against an undead monster that runs on magic. Alsia, you’re an extremely capable sorceress and your swordsmen are spiritualists.”

Alsia blushed and her scaly tail swished along the floor.

“Indeed. This beast shall fall quickly if we fight it strategically.” Grigor stroked the bottom of his maw. “If we attack it from multiple directions, its attention will be split. Once an opening is created, we can direct the Ashen, Fara, and the spiritualists toward it. If it is disabled, I will direct the noble demons in for a finishing strike.”

“I believe that is unwise,” Fred said. “We can outlast the beast. Leave the demons behind, rather than waste them.”

Grigor let out a deep harrumph. “We don’t know its power or true capabilities. If we miss an opportunity, then we may not have another.”

“Then we retreat and adjust our strategy. Time is our ally.”

“It may have regeneration.”

The two princes began to bicker, and Rys stepped away.

Fara gave him a questioning look. “Shouldn’t you step in?”

“This is why I have generals. They both have plenty of experience, even if they have different approaches. I’ll let them argue, and then force them to pick a final plan. Worst case, I make my own using their input. But what’s the point of having competent subordinates if I just boss them around all the time?” he asked.

Alsia nodded, clearly taking mental notes.

The two princes came to an agreement after twenty minutes of bickering. That gave everybody else enough time to rest up and prepare for the attack.

Rys, Grigor, and Fred descended the steps. They hadn’t even reached the bottom when the dragon stirred, its entire spine rippling as it uncurled.

Blood red balls of flame flew through the air, thrown by the Ashen. The hall lit up, revealing its true shape. A pit skirted the edges of the room, and Rys doubted it was a short fall.

“New plan, avoid the edge,” Rys snapped.

Grigor and Fred grunted, then leaped forward. They landed on either side of the dragon. The size of the hall gave them plenty of room to maneuver, and Rys charged down the steps. He unhooked his axe, and it immediately shimmered with an eerie black light. A moment later, a red shimmer overtook it as he pumped it full of unstable infernal energy, using his infernal blow technique to prepare an attack.

The monster towered over him as it reared up. It roared and he felt his eardrums rumble in response. Ringing overtook his hearing. He didn’t slow or react to it.

Locking onto him, the dragon shot across the hall at a speed that defied physics. No monster that large should be capable of moving so fast, so quickly. But it did, and its muscles and scales rippled behind it.

A huge claw slammed down on Rys, intent on squashing him. Grigor and Fred were too far away to help. They focused on their part of the plan.

Rys caught the claw with his hands. Who knew how many tons of force came down on him at once as the undead beast attempted to turn him into a stain on the ground. His knees began to buckle.

Then an immense power roared through him as his strength Gift activated. He held the dragon back almost effortlessly. It screeched at him, and black light appeared beyond the rotting teeth within its shattered maw.

“Rys!” Fara shouted.

Blue flames shot overhead as she hurled her spiritual flames against the dragon. It reeled, abandoning its attempt to vaporize Rys with its breath of death. But as it tried to pull its claw back, Rys held it in place. His hands slipped between the gaps in its scales in order to grip the claw tightly.

The dragon roared again, then tried to crush him again. To no avail.

It flailed about, its torn wings beating up a storm. Grigor and Fred ripped into its legs from either side, their rune-crafted weapons tearing gaping, gory holes in its fetid flesh. Fiery light rippled on Rys’s hands as he used his infernal sorcery to hold the undead beast in place.

His strength Gift ensured he was always stronger than his opponent, even if they used magic to enhance themselves. It couldn’t match conceptual or astral enhancement, like what the angels used, but it was more than enough for a mere dragon.

This battle had been decided almost from the outset. The dumb undead monster had done the equivalent of challenging Rys to a battle of strength, not knowing that he had rigged the result in his favor.

More blue flames rained down on the dragon. It let out a stream of black light into the distance, and he saw Fara dart out of the way. But the dragon continued to panic as Rys held it in place. Hellfire joined Fara’s rain of flame, along with lances of magic from Alsia and her Kinadain.

The demons watched from the top of the stairs, and they began to clap.

If anything, this felt too easy. Rys decided to make this more interesting.

He summoned more strength from his Gift and pushed against the dragon. It screeched in fury.

A moment later, it began to rise. Rys pushed the entire monster up in the air. The muscles in its legs began to give. He heard them snap and pop as the dead flesh ruptured. Bones burst through scales and a shower of pus rained down on him as the leg he pushed nearly exploded.

Rys lost his grip during the mess. The damage was done, however.

Screaming in pain and fury, the undead dragon crashed to the ground in a heap. It flailed around, shooting a beam of death in futility. Rys cursed as it nearly clipped him, and dove to the side. Grigor leaped through the air above him, avoiding the beam as it turned one half of the hall into actual death.

“I guess Fred was right,” Rys called out as he rose to his feet.

Grigor grunted as he prepared to charge the dragon, which rested for a moment between its screaming fits. “We must seize this opportunity, before it realizes how effective that tactic is.”

“We’ll use Fred as a shield if we have to. He’s big enough that we’ll have a few minutes before he rots away,” Rys said.

The bloated demon prince gave him a belabored look as the three of them closed on the dragon’s head.

“As much as I enjoy watching others beat against my armor of flesh in raw futility, I do not believe that is how this monster’s attack works,” Fred said.

Grigor raised his axe into the air. Rys couldn’t tell, but he imagined that the Kashlovian prince was giving Margrim and his Ashen the order to attack using mindspeak. Fara and the others had ceased attacking when the dragon had gone crazy. The beam of death made being in the hall too dangerous.

A moment later, Rys’s suspicion proved correct. A glowing red circle of light appeared beneath the dragon’s head. This was the target of the Ashen’s indirect-fire spell, which they cast as a group.

Realizing what was happening, the dragon attempted to rise. But it failed. One of its limbs was destroyed, and the others had been grievously wounded. It had likely blasted itself in its own panic.

Instead, it snapped wildly at the three of them. Grigor slammed its head aside with his axe, breaking off several scales in the process.

Another ball of black light appeared deep within the dragon’s maw. Before it turned into a beam of death, the three of them attacked.

Rys’s axe slammed into the dragon and exploded with infernal energy, blowing a huge chunk from its head. Grigor and Fred then carved it open as fast as possible.

“Withdraw,” Grigor snapped.

They did so wordlessly. The dragon screeched, with what little will it had left.

Then the Ashen’s spell activated. Hellfire ripped through the open wound in its head. All unlife left the beast, as its essence was vaporized from the inside out.

The body of the monster collapsed against the stonework like an abandoned puppet. Upon its death, the steel door on the far side ratcheted open with a series of clangs.

A minute passed. They remained on guard, in case of any remaining traps. But the beast was dead. While they waited, Rys took the chance to clean himself off with magic. That pus stank.

Rys called everybody down. He took some samples from it and pushed its body into the pit around the edge of the hall. Nobody heard it strike the bottom.

“Got the slate, boss,” Margrim said. He held up a long black slate of stone. It was roughly two feet long and an inch thick, which had been kept inside the shrine.

“Keep it somewhere safe. I’ll install it into the castle when we return,” Rys said.

That slate helped power Castle Aion’s special mechanisms. It was arguably the intended prize, but what Rys really cared about was being able to progress.

“That was far easier than I expected,” Fara said as she approached him with Alsia.

Both women kept their distance.

“I cleaned myself off earlier,” he said.

“I saw what got on you. Forgive me if I wait until you spend a week or three inside the bath to wash it off,” Fara said, her expression sickened. “How did you not retch when that shit coated you? The smell of the monster made me want to throw up at least.”

He shrugged. “I’ve been around necromancers in the past. More to the point, that was only a dragon. I had expected more difficulty given its undead nature, but a demon prince can usually defeat a live one by themselves.”

“Only a dragon,” the fox muttered. “Couldn’t Grigor have fought it when we first encountered it?”

“He’d already used his revival Gift when we had. Taking that risk, especially down here, was unwise. Now, I have my enhanced strength Gift, the Ashen, Alsia, and an extra demon prince. Victory was a foregone conclusion,” Rys said.

“I suppose we’ve now seen why the Malus League have never removed this beast in the past,” Alsia said. “They lack your power.”

Rys stared at her in confusion.

Before he asked her what she meant, Margrim shouted from the exit. “Hey, boss. You should check this out. I don’t think we’re alone down here.”

The sense of rest and relaxation among the party vanished. Everyone raised their guard while Rys joined Margrim.

Beyond the door was a long corridor. A handful of dismantled skeletons lay on the floor, and they appeared to be missing chunks from their bones. At a glance, Rys knew that Margrim and his Ashen had used their hellfire.

Reaching out with his magic, he confirmed his suspicion. Necromancy. The ambient magic in the corridor was pervaded by the stuff.

Another mage was active down here, and they were substantially better than the last one that Rys had killed.


Chapter 10


“Explain,” Rys ground out.

Alsia, Grigor, and Fara stood next to him, while Orthrus hovered nearby. The infernals had set up a defensive position, holding off the skeletons that attacked every minute or so. No necromancer had shown himself, but his magic made itself known.

Something scratched at Rys’s mind about what type of necromancy likely controlled these skeletons. Although he knew a fair bit about the general theory of necromancy, he hadn’t considered himself one. But this feeling was familiar.

Had he forgotten some necromancy at some stage? Was that held behind the seal as well?

“The Labyrinth is a single place beneath the entire island. I thought you knew that,” Alsia said.

“I know that, but…” Rys sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I had thought that the Labyrinth changed whenever people entered it. How can people reliably meet each other if they don’t enter from the same location?”

“The individual rooms and connections change, but there is a fixed layout,” Orthrus said. “Although it has been altered since I was last here, most likely by somebody in control of Castle Aion.”

“A fixed layout,” Rys said flatly. “You mean that the sleithneir cut this section of the Labyrinth in two? People on the other side couldn’t get past this door until we defeated it, and now they can?”

“Yes,” Orthrus replied. “Although I suspect the room was mirrored for them. If they entered the room, they would have seen what we did: a sleithneir and a closed door. We simply succeeded where they could not.”

Ah, yes, the mythical “we” that Orthrus used. As if the floating ball of light did anything to help.

“How do they get in?” Rys asked. “I know there are Labyrinth entrances that appear in the mountains, but I hadn’t seriously considered that they led to the same place. The slates hadn’t been touched, after all.”

“There are three fixed entrances on Kavolara,” Alsia said, before Orthrus could. The wisp muttered something unkind about her, and she glared at him. “One is in the mountains of Avolar, another is far to the north of New Ahm, although I don’t know precisely where.”

“And the third is in Castle Aion, which is now my palace,” Rys said, finishing for her. “Which the Kinadain didn’t use for superstitious reasons.”

“Yes.” She nodded.

“And the other entrances?”

“They don’t reliably lead to the main Labyrinth, but they can. It’s advised to never go below the fourth floor, because it’s never guaranteed that you can find your way out,” Alsia explained. “An entrance can vanish at any time, and the Labyrinth might not provide a way out other than the fixed exits.”

That explained a lot to Rys. Fara had mentioned that the hunters didn’t like going too deep in the Labyrinth. He hadn’t connected that to mean that they could enter the same Labyrinth that he was in, but chose not to because they might be cut off.

How foolish of him. He was making mistakes in his old age and becoming arrogant. Gathering information before acting was important, especially in a place as dangerous as this.

That knowledge deeply discomforted him, especially as he knew what his next decision needed to be.

“We need to press forward,” he said. “I intended to only deal with the dragon, then retreat, but this changes things.”

“Why?” Fara asked, raising an eyebrow.

However, Grigor nodded grimly. “We are exposed. If we are now connected to the Malus League through the Labyrinth, our ability to reach the Gorgrian section may be compromised in the future.”

“It’s now or never,” Rys said. “The League has something down here summoning skeletons constantly. That already implies they have a more advanced understanding of the Labyrinth than us. They’ve been harvesting artifacts for export somehow. If they think we can threaten them here, they’ll increase their defenses.”

Alsia and Fara grimaced, but they understood.

“Orthrus, do you have a lead on the path to Gorgria?” he asked.

“I do.”

“Then we’ll make a beeline for it, and deal with the League later. They’ll probably notice us, but I don’t care. Alsia, we’ll send a team of messengers back to let your warriors know to prepare defenses, in case we’re attacked from below,” Rys continued. “Otherwise, get ready. We’ll set off as soon as we can.”

Nobody had fallen while fighting the undead dragon, so the expeditionary force remained strong enough to advance. They had some supplies, just in case something went wrong, so Rys felt confident about pushing on.

The team that returned consisted of a noble demon, three lesser demons, a Lilim, and a Kinadain to guide them. The swordsman seemed reluctant to part with Alsia, given he was sworn to protect her, but she managed to convince him to leave.

After a few minutes, the remainder left. They still had considerable numbers: over thirty strong. Rys, Grigor, Fred, Fara, Alsia, four Kinadain swordsmen, a half-dozen Ashen, over a dozen noble and lesser demons, plus a few Lilim for healing.

It wasn’t quite the force he wanted to handle a power conduit, but it would hopefully be enough. Two demon princes brought a lot of bulk—literally, in Fred’s case.

“How have you not grown tired of those jokes?” Fara asked Rys, after he voiced his thoughts aloud.

“Because I never grow tired of observing the way Fred generates his own gravity,” he said.

Fara shook her head in reply, her tails lowering.

The density of the skeletons increased as they pushed onward. To Rys’s surprise, they encountered few, if any, monsters from the Labyrinth. But the necromantic energy strengthened with each step they took.

“I’ve been meaning to ask. What do your tail movements mean, anyway?” he asked.

Fara’s tails waved back and forth behind her. “Most of the time, they’re just a sign of our emotional state. Curiosity, happiness, shock—that sort of thing.”

“I noticed that, but sometimes you and Mina move them too deliberately to be emotional,” he said. “Not to be insulting, but they remind me of plumage in ways.”

“And now I’m a bird.” Fara laughed. “But no, I’m used to that. Our tails get compared to peacock feathers at times, and we use them similarly. There are formal ways to use our tails, but they vary based on context. In general, fanning them out is aggressive or territorial; lowering them is subservient or loving; the waving motion is playful; and placing them behind or around someone is possessive.”

“Those all sound like something you use in a courting ritual.” He tried to rub one of her tails, but she played keep away with them.

“Like I said, they vary based on context. In diplomacy or meetings, they take on a different meaning than when alone with someone.”

“You and Mina lower your tails quite a lot around me,” he noted.

“You are my king and my lover,” she said drily. “I’m not your possession, but I should be doing it a fair bit. Mina’s likely just having fun, but you’re also her king now.”

Curious. He made a note to keep a closer eye on their tail motions in the future.

Eventually, the party found the stairs down. But Rys felt a nexus of necromantic power nearby. The skeletons grew increasingly aggressive, but no mages made themselves known.

Other than the undead minions, they appeared to be alone down here.

“Orthrus, am I right in saying that the skeletons have been preventing the Labyrinth from resetting?” Rys said aloud.

“Most likely,” the wisp said. “The layout cannot change so long as there is a living being in a room. Presumably, an unliving being works just as well. We used other means in the past—typically binding magical power to the rooms directly, but this crude method works just as well.”

As insulting as Orthrus tried to be, that crude method was incredibly effective. The Malus League appeared to have locked down this entire level of the Labyrinth using these skeletons. Something recreated them whenever they were destroyed.

“Fred, stay with a team here. Grigor, come with me. I want to investigate something,” Rys said.

He, Fara, and Grigor made a short detour with Orthrus. The source of the necromantic power made itself known shortly.

Inside a small hall stood a polished stone altar, upon which was engraved a number of symbols. Magic thrummed off the obelisk, and Rys watched as a dozen skeletons simply appeared from nothing.

There were no flashy lights, and the obelisk didn’t glow. It reminded Rys of the black obelisks that powered the seal on his magical strength, but this was much cruder. Those were complex creations that defied his understanding of the world and reached beyond the observable reality of Harrium. Rys flat out didn’t understand how Castle Aion and the seal worked.

But he understood this necromantic obelisk. It converted astral energy from the local astral plane into skeletons. Necromancy touched lightly on souls, despite being sorcery, and this was an advanced form of it. It automatically sustained a small army of undead using the spirits of the dead.

What Rys didn’t understand was how it was powered. To his knowledge, necromancy required an actual sorcerer.

“Orthrus, the Labyrinth prevents all magical connections from leaving it, right?” Rys said quietly.

“Indeed. Other than your soul, of course.” For some reason, Orthrus chuckled at that. “This creation is no exception. It is independent, somehow. A curious thing.”

Grigor shattered the latest skeletons, which allowed Rys to investigate the obelisk himself.

And he found his prize.

“What the hell is this?” he asked, placing his foot against a strange box with metal contraptions sticking out from it. It was placed beneath the obelisk, and appeared to be directly hooked into it.

Fara gave him a quizzical look. “It’s a magic collector. Every magitech device uses one to draw in ambient magical energy for use. It’s likely hooked up to a converter of some sort, which is what actually turns it into usable magical energy.”

“The Malus League has made necromantic magitech?” Rys said, thinking out loud. “I really am going to need to recruit a few of them.”

“Be careful who you say that to,” Fara warned him. “I know you just want the magitech, but people might react negatively if you talk too positively about the League.”

Whatever the case, Rys wanted the magitech in the obelisk. Hurting the League’s operations here was a bonus.

That’s how he justified it anyway. He smashed the obelisk into pieces and acquired the magitech.

“Stole,” Fara corrected him when he aired his thoughts.

“Finders keepers,” Rys said. “I’m sure I’ll find a use for this once I get some mages to work for me.”

They returned to the group. The onslaught of skeletons stopped now that they had cut off the source—or at least one of the sources. He imagined there were obelisks on the upper levels.

Orthrus led them downward. Surprisingly, they only went down one more level before they reached their goal.

The room they entered was unlike any other in the Labyrinth. The entrances were closed off by tightly sealed steel doors that bore active runes, and they slid open to the sides at Rys’s touch—and only his touch. He felt the runes react to him, and his connection to Castle Aion stirred in response.

Within it was an enormous chamber built entirely from obsidian. Even the domed ceiling was forged from the stuff. Rys couldn’t imagine how they had built the place, given how difficult the material was to work. Not to mention how brittle it was. He had worked with it in the past, and although it was a very pretty material for architecture, it was the stuff of nightmares when it came to engineering and construction.

On the far wall was a flat surface, shaped by raised sections. In front of it was a plinth, and it was the only thing not made of obsidian. Instead, it was formed from the same dark stone as the power slates.

“Is that the portal?” Rys asked. Then he noticed the indentation beneath the plinth. “There’s a power slate in here.”

“Indeed. It is necessary to power this room. How fortunate one was left behind. Although you have one yourself, and could have powered the gate with the castle itself if necessary,” Orthrus said. “This is a warp gate. I had assumed they would be stripped bare and non-functional after so long. Interesting.”

The tone that the wisp used suggested that he had deeper thoughts than those he voiced. Whatever was “interesting” would remain a secret. Rys suspected that something was awry, and said as much.

“As I said, this place should have been looted,” Orthrus repeated.

“The door only reacted to me,” Rys said.

The others poked around the room while they chatted, although Alsia and Fara eavesdropped.

“The beings who would have come here could have bypassed the defenses easily. Do you think angels cannot teleport inside here?” The wisp gave his odd, clacking chuckle. “There have been many odd things that have taken place, I feel. The Labyrinth’s defenses are active, new islands have appeared in the archipelago, and now this. A mystery is afoot, wouldn’t you say?”

Rys grunted in response. “So, this allows us to travel to Gorgria?”

“More than that, it allows you to return to the castle, given it’s fully functional,” Orthrus said. “The gates have multiple functions. The simplest is to connect the Labyrinth between the islands, but be careful. Once connected, the process cannot be undone. Others will notice and be able to move freely between Gorgria and Kavolara.”

“That’s a risk I’ll need to accept.”

Orthrus attempted to nod, but failed, given he was a glowing orb of light. “The second function is that it connects to the Labyrinth antechamber in Castle Aion. These rooms act as way stations for those delving deeper. And the third is more complicated. It allows you to move or duplicate Castle Aion’s location across the archipelago.”

Rys’s eyes widened. “I remember you mentioned that it had been elsewhere, in one of your stories. Is that how?”

“Indeed. But I doubt you need to use that function yet. If your palace appears in the middle of Gorgria, you may attract unwanted attention.”

Damn right he would. The Royal Gorgrian Kingdom would probably try to invade him on principle, if nothing else.

But the idea intrigued him, although he needed to understand how it worked. A conversation to be had later.

For now, Rys allowed Orthrus to guide him through the activation process. It was simple enough. He turned the crystal dial on the stone plinth one notch to the right, while channeling energy from Castle Aion into it.

A rip in reality itself tore apart the far wall. For an instant, it appeared to be formed of pure darkness. Staring into it created a deep, dark terror within Rys, as if he was looking at something he shouldn’t. The abyss was fathomless, bottomless, and incomprehensible.

For a moment, he felt that something stirred within him.

Then the darkness resolved into a room on the other side. It was the bottom of his palace, where he and his group had gathered to dive into the Labyrinth to begin with.

“It is done,” Orthrus said. “I can already feel the connection to the power conduit strengthening. Paths to the rest of the Labyrinth are forming on this level as we speak.”

“I do not believe that was natural,” Grigor grumbled. “Even by the standards of magic and the Infernal Empire.”

Most of the party were unsettled by what had happened, so Rys shooed them away. He didn’t want them panicking over something they didn’t understand.

“I’ve heard of something like this, but only theoretically,” Fara said, eyes wide and tails bolt upright in shock. “The Malus League have huge teleporters that connect their mage towers. But this feels like an actual tear in space itself. My tails tell me that the other side is the castle. I don’t feel a gap, even though I can see the edge of the portal.”

“It reminds me of the portals to Hell,” Rys said. He frowned. “We never worked out how to create those. All of them appeared during the Emergence, and when the last one was destroyed, that was the end of the Infernal Empire. If I studied this…”

The idea of recreating a permanent connection to Hell had its benefits. For one thing, he would be able to maintain a genuine army of infernals without personally using his own power.

The downside was that other infernals could simply walk through it. He would lose his leverage over the Devil Queen and the other noble devils, and they would likely see him as a threat, rather than an ally.

But once again, he had discovered something truly fascinating.

Then he remembered that strange feeling when the portal had opened and shuddered again.

Maybe some things were best left alone.

“We need to keep moving,” Rys said, pushing his concerns away. “We should leave behind excess supplies and what we’ve looted, such as this magitech. Orthrus, lead us to the power conduit.”

The Gorgrian section of the Labyrinth was quiet. That alone concerned him, as it suggested that something had happened. But he sensed no one nearby, and no noises troubled them.

In short order, they found the entrance to the power conduit. Or what Orthrus said was the entrance.

A semi-circular vault door separated Rys from regaining his lost power. The door itself was crafted from the same black stone as the power slates, which made brute force impossible. A number of runes dotted its outer rim, but it was otherwise unmarked.

“Any hints?” he asked Orthrus.

Surprisingly, the wisp remained silent.

“You were rather useful last time,” Rys tried.

“This isn’t right,” Orthrus blurted out. “I don’t remember a door like this.”

“Can somebody actually build in the Labyrinth? We saw the obelisk earlier, but wouldn’t it be destroyed once the skeletons were gone?” Rys asked.

“You cannot. When it resets, all structures are erased. But this…” A lengthy pause. “It feels as though the door itself has been keyed into the Labyrinth. Fascinating. Truly fascinating.”

“I’d prefer a solution, but I guess I need to solve it myself. These runes are different from those we saw last time. They match the faded ones I originally saw in Castle Aion, however.” He looked at Orthrus. “Why are there two different runic languages here?”

“Didn’t I tell you that the Creator was sealed here? Somebody must have sealed him.” Orthrus cackled.

In other words, one set of runes belonged to the race that sealed away the demigod that built the Labyrinth, and another to the Creator himself.

Rys suspected these runes were the latter. The previous set of doors had felt like an intentional defense mechanism, and Orthrus had known about them in advance. That made it more likely that they were constructed by the sealers, rather than the sealed. Further proof was the fact that similar runes existed in a ruin on Gauron.

But who could possibly have written runes in a language that only existed here and had been lost for millennia? Even in the time of the Infernal Empire, Rys knew of only two people he felt capable of comprehending conceptual runes of this power.

One of them was an archdevil who had apparently gone shopping and gotten sealed away. The other was standing in this very room, with no memory of how he had been sealed away for 1500 years, pondering the runes in question.

“I’m going to need an hour or two,” Rys said.

“That’s it?” Fara said sarcastically.

“There aren’t many runes here, and I’ve been analyzing those I’ve seen elsewhere in the castle and Labyrinth in my spare time,” he said. “The magic isn’t as complicated as it seems.”

As it turned out, he only needed an hour. The runes were deceptively simple.

“Teach me how to cast infernal sorcery,” the runes said.

If he wanted to, Rys could cast a spell with a flick of his wrist. Summoning a ball of hellfire was as easy as tapping into his knowledge Gift, channeling infernal energy through it, and voila.

But would that be teaching?

The trick to infernal sorcery was that it relied on infernal energy from Hell. Said energy was lethal to humans and needed to be processed before use. Rys used Gifts to process it for him, and most infernalists used magical foci for the same effect.

But there was a long way to accomplish the same effect and filter the energy by hand. It was completely unusable in practice, but if Rys was going to teach somebody about infernal sorcery from first principles, it would be how he would go about it.

So he went about the process without skipping any steps with his centuries of skill and experience, then watched as the runes lit up. The door then rolled to one side.

“That’s it?” Fara asked.

“I believe I understand,” Orthrus said.

Grigor and Fred nodded.

“Don’t you fucking dare pull this shit. Rys, what did you do?” the fox growled.

As tempting as it was to leave her in the dark, he explained the trick.

Fara blinked. “So it was a riddle only solvable by infernalists, but the door will eat your soul if you fuck it up?”

“A little more complicated. Whoever set this up was a cynical bastard who knows that most infernalists rely too heavily on external foci to cast their sorcery, and probably can’t cast from first principles. Most sorcerers use a lot of shortcuts when casting, but you instill bad habits if you teach like that,” Rys said.

“This cynical bastard sounds a lot like you, then.”

He didn’t have a response for that jab.

The room beyond the door was empty. No obelisk appeared to be within it.

“This is what I am familiar with,” Orthrus said. “Once you enter and activate the conduit, you will be challenged. Enter all at once, not one at a time. I will be able to briefly speak with you on the other side.”

The other side? Rys ignored his concerns and decided to trust the wisp. It had worked out last time.

“Everyone in,” Rys ordered with a wave of his arm.

Grigor, Fred, and Alsia ushered everyone inside.

Rys entered last. He took a deep breath, then reached out with his magic and activated the defense system that he instinctively sensed.

The world warped, twisting his vision and senses.

When they returned to normal, Rys found his senses assaulted by the sharp tang of blood, the foul smell of charred flesh, and the choking heat of flames. Smoke filled the air around them. A cacophony of screams, roars, shouting, and the clatter of furious battle and panic split the air.

Orders in a half-dozen languages shot in and out of Rys’s ears in the space of a few seconds. Elvish, dwarvish, draconic, and three different infernal tongues. It took him a moment to realize that he hadn’t said any of them, and wasn’t being given those orders.

Rys looked up and saw that he was in the midst of a sprawling cityscape so vast that it seemed to loom over him. Every stone seemed familiar and called out to him, almost by name. The buildings burned. The ground itself shook with violent battle.

Bestial roars echoed across the city from the distance. A couple were draconic in origin, but he somehow knew others were from devils transforming into their monstrous forms in desperate last stands.

The world turned to shadow as the sources of the roars flew overhead. Jets of flame incinerated entire city blocks as a trio of dragons jetted past. Spells and magical lances chased them, and one blew the wing off a dragon, sending it spiraling down into a tower. The entire structure toppled within moments.

A chill ran down Rys’s spine. He stared in horror at one of his darkest memories.

Ruathym was burning. His home was ablaze with the fires of rebellion, as the Infernal Empire came crashing down in the space of a single day.


Chapter 11


“Rys! Rys!” Fara shouted.

He snapped out of his stupor and looked at the fox next to him. Her tails weaved through the air, casting protective barriers around the strike team. Grigor and Fred took up defensive positions, while the noble demons shunted everybody else back. The Kinadain swordsmen tried to protect Alsia from all sides.

Above all else, everyone looked lost and confused. The chaos surrounding them made little sense, and only three people present knew what was going on.

Grigor’s and Fred’s countenances were grim, and their presences seemed to loom large over the demons. Their muscles bulged as they tensed and prepared themselves for the worst.

Both of them had been here in history.

“What the hell is going on?” Fara asked, struggling to make herself heard.

“The Fall of Ruathym,” Rys said.

A tremor ran through the demons, and they looked at him like he was insane.

Grigor let out a loud grunt. “I scarcely had the will for this horror but once. What sorcery has brought us back here?”

“We cannot truly have gone back in time,” Fred said. “The Empire fell 1600 years ago. This city doesn’t even exist anymore. The northern half of Gauron is a lifeless, blackened husk of its former self.”

“Indeed,” Orthrus said, as the golden wisp blinked into existence next to Rys. “This isn’t the past. Instead, it’s a recreation of history using the power of the Labyrinth. A perfect recreation of past events in a pocket dimension, isolated from the world you know.”

“It’s based on my memories?” Rys asked.

“No. It’s based on objective fact.” Orthrus tutted at him. “The past is a constant, and the Labyrinth can observe historical events using its magic. If it can bend time and space, why can’t it perceive history without the foggy lens of interpretation? While nothing you do here will affect reality, it is reality, in a sense.”

Rys’s mind raced as Orthrus’s words soaked in.

This was the Fall of Ruathym, in every sense of the word. He was reliving his past, but not as a flashback or a memory.

“Does that mean I can see things here that I never did in my life?” Rys’s voice was thick with emotion.

If the answer was yes, then he knew what he had to do. There was only one thing he could do.

“Within limitation, I imagine. This is a defense mechanism of the seal,” Orthrus explained. “Although it has been adjusted. Whoever sealed you away must have updated the simulacrum used to defend each power conduit. Something this complicated must be created in advance, and the events taking place here took place millennia after the seal was constructed.”

“Focus, Orthrus. What do I need to do? And what can I do?” Rys asked.

But he knew what he wanted to do, no matter what Orthrus said.

In the distance, Malusian’s palace towered over the city beneath a furious red sky. Dozens of lesser castles and manors surrounded it, but they paled in comparison to the domain of the archdevil himself.

Right now, the palace was a pyre of glittering magic and dragonfire. Explosions and flashes of light lit up the grounds and walls, and a smoldering hellfire blazed in its depths. When the dragons had struck, the palace had been the primary target. Within it was the portal that had sustained almost every infernal remaining on Harrium.

By destroying it, the rebel dragons led by King Mylar had ended the Infernal Empire overnight and caused what was known as the Forever Banishing. But they had overcome one of the most powerful infernals in existence in order to do so.

In history, Rys had only found his broken, shattered body long after he had died. The days Rys had taken to reach the palace while trying to put down the chaos of Ruathym had prevented him from finding out what truly happened.

Could he find out the truth here? Or was it still too late?

Could Rys meet his old friend and mentor?

Orthrus spoke up, “The solution to these simulacrums is simple enough. Change history. It must be irrevocably altered in some way that would decisively change the course of Harrium itself. If your actions here would still result in the same outcomes in history—were you to somehow repeat them, that is—then you will be expelled from the simulacrum.”

“Change history?” Fara repeated.

Alsia crept closer to them, despite her guards’ insistence otherwise. The battle in the streets avoided them, as few people wanted to challenge a pair of demon princes.

“Does that mean we must save Ruathym?” Alsia asked. “I don’t know what actually happened here, but this situation looks hopeless for a force this small.”

Anger welled up in Rys, but he suppressed it. This was his home once, but not anymore.

He had already made his peace with his actions in Ruathym. What he did here wouldn’t change history or help the people of the city.

“The city can’t be saved,” he ground out. “Even with an actual army, the best I managed was to quell the fighting, the worst of the fires, and to get as many people out as possible. The dragons came and burned down the rest of the city anyway.”

Hundreds of thousands died. To say nothing of the millions who perished in the continental aftermath of the collapse of a superpower and the resulting power struggles.

In order to achieve freedom, Mylar and his dragons doomed many. Fury bubbled within Rys as he witnessed the destruction of his home, remembering his powerlessness.

Even as one of Malusian’s generals, he had been unable to stop this from happening. Now, he witnessed it again, and nothing had changed.

“Does that mean we should try to focus on the dragons?” Fara suggested.

“What if we leave?” Alsia asked. “That would be different, wouldn’t it?”

“Doubtful,” Grigor said. He rested on his axe, the embers within his mask smoldering. “Our efforts saved many, but were ultimately fruitless. The event itself is what mattered. We must find or do something that redirects the flow of time itself, not merely disturb it.”

Once again, Rys found his attention drawn to the palace.

“Rys,” Grigor uttered.

Their eyes met. They nodded.

“We’ll advance on Malusian’s palace,” Rys ordered, shaking everyone from their thoughts. “Stop for nothing and no one, crush all opposition in our way, and avoid the dragons overhead.”

His orders were followed to the letter. The Kinadain struggled the most, as they had to ignore the plaintive screams for help from thousands of people as the city burned around them. Even the demons were troubled, as they witnessed an event that they had consigned to myth.

Ruathym was the jewel of the Infernal Empire. It had been a sign of the glory of infernals. In their hearts, it belonged to a time when demons and devils had been free to walk Harrium and ruled the world. Here, they watched it be destroyed.

Despite that, everyone pushed on. They bulldozed minor skirmishes between rebels and soldiers. As they went, hundreds of soldiers in Imperial uniforms joined them. Grigor and Fred were demon princes, and even in this recreation, they commanded immediate loyalty from others.

Not to mention that Rys was arguably the most powerful being on the continent at present.

“Is there something important in the palace?” Alsia asked as they moved.

“Besides the fact it was where the greatest nation on Harrium once governed all of Gauron?” Rys said with a wry smile. “The last portal to Hell was there, although it’s destroyed now. I never found out how the dragons managed to break it. All the shards had been removed by the time I arrived.”

“General, do you think he’s still alive up there?” Fred suddenly interrupted, reverting to Rys’s old title. Grigor turned his head as well.

“Who?” Alsia asked, and Fara raised an eyebrow as well.

“Duar,” Grigor said.

Rys grimaced. He hadn’t known whether to bring up Duar’s potential presence. “Can you see him?”

“Our soul sight isn’t working right now,” Grigor said, pointing at his eyes. “The destruction of the portal is producing considerable interference in the magical and astral planes.”

Ah, Rys had forgotten about that. “Then we’ll find out.”

“Duar?” Fara asked.

“Archdevil Malusian’s right hand, one of the oldest infernals in existence, the defender of the portal, and the devil who promoted me to general,” Rys said as he squared his jaw.

Fara stared at him. After a few moments, she realized what happened to Duar, and her eyes closed.

The palace appeared to be built atop an artificial mountain at first. The foundation was really made up of other buildings, as Ruathym was a massive urban sprawl that literally built on itself. At one point, there had been a river system beneath it, but it had been drunk clean long ago and replaced with sewage.

A river of blood poured down one of the walls, often ignoring the path of least resistance. Its behavior was openly unnatural.

“What is that?” Fara asked, her tails standing on end.

“One of Kauros’s artificial vampires. He created the damn things, and spent a lot of time tinkering with them,” Rys said without giving the stream of a blood a second glance. “Ignore it. We don’t need to fight the thing inside it.”

“Created?” Fara hissed.

“Vampires aren’t natural. The curse that produced them originated in the Infernal Empire, as a means to turn mortals into weapons during the Emergence,” Rys explained as they pushed on. “Originally, it didn’t propagate, but that meant vampires needed to be constantly replaced. So Kauros had the bright idea to create a self-propagating curse, and that created the vampires you likely know about.”

“Rys, I’m beginning to think there’s a good reason this city is burning down,” Fara said flatly.

“There is.” His expression was like stone, however. “But all this anger resulted in little other than a lot of dead people, destroyed cities, and what history tells me is nearly a thousand years of nothing. You won’t convince me that a world on the brink of complete destruction is better off than what the Infernal Empire gave it, for all its faults.”

“I’m not trying to convince you, but maybe don’t create an entire race of vampiric superweapons,” Fara muttered. They remained silent for a few minutes. “Is infernal sorcery that good at… altering people?”

“It turned me from an ordinary human into what I am. Infernals excel at twisting life itself to their will.” He shrugged. “I take it you have something in mind?”

“Maybe. We can talk about it later.” Fara’s expression showed how torn she was. After tearing him a new one over the evils of the Empire, she wanted to use the same method for her own gain.

They arrived at the outer edge of the palace, at an expansive courtyard known as the Hill of Dreams.

“I expected something far more grisly,” Fara admitted. “Especially given what it looks like now.”

The hill was lined with stakes. Hundreds of them. Heads, dismembered bodies, and sometimes entire corpses were all impaled together. The rebels hadn’t distinguished between women or men, although Rys saw no children.

Anyone in the palace had been killed and stuck up like a trophy by the rebels. They wanted everyone to know that they were overthrowing their oppressors, and anyone aligned with them was just as bad. Rys didn’t know how many had been killed in the original assault, compared to those the furious rebels had personally slain. He didn’t care.

“This was where Malusian held many public events, particularly celebrations. If you became someone in Ruathym, you might be honored here one day,” Rys said. “I was promoted to general here, among other things. It’s called the Hill of Dreams because it represents the aspirations of the millions of desperate people trying to escape their tired lives.”

“Hence why it’s been despoiled,” Alsia said. “It’s symbolic.”

“Yes.”

Atop the hill, a battle took place. Makeshift fortifications blocked passage deeper within the palace complex. Walls had been constructed from sandbags, furniture, and whatever wood had been salvaged. Craters dotted the ground.

Behind the walls were hundreds of elves—a mixture of the different strains from Gauron—plus humans and dwarves defending the chokepoints. They used equipment from the Imperial Army, but had scratched off the emblems and regalia.

Opposing them were hundreds of human soldiers in the uniform of the Ruathym guard, led by a Bausfrahr demon prince roughly the same height as Grigor. Magic rained down on his troops while he battled dwarves in rune-crafted heavy armor.

“I don’t know who is in the right here,” Fara said.

“It doesn’t matter. We just need to get past them.” Rys pointed at the palace itself. “The fastest method is to blast our way through. With the help of another demon prince, we can likely get in before any of the dragons notice us.”

Rys ordered everyone together and to prepare to assist. The hangers-on who had joined them rushed forward. He had started with a tiny force, and now had hundreds.

“Make sure the locals go in first,” he told Grigor. “This isn’t real and they’re already dead. We’re not.”

“Understood, General.”

His army joined the fray with screams and shouts. The local demon prince let out a roar, and redoubled his effort to break past the defenders. He was joined by Grigor and Fred, who began to blast apart the barricade with their enchanted weapons.

The defenders didn’t panic, however. Their officers barked out orders in various languages, and they regrouped. Magical lances ripped into the new arrivals, while tree roots burst from the ground to restrain the princes.

Rys summoned a huge ball of hellfire along with the Ashen. They hurled it over the barricades and disintegrated dozens of enemy mages. But more magic kept flying.

When the dwarves fell, elves replaced them. They wore black enchanted armor and wielded rune-crafted weapons as fine as any in the Empire.

Many of the rebels had been elite soldiers from the Imperial Army. The dragons led by Mylar had been bred and trained as elite weapons, only to turn on their masters. These elves were no different and used their masterwork weapons to devastating effect. They rushed the local demon prince without regard for their lives, keen to fell him.

Despite the dozens of elves who were blown apart, they succeeded, and swiftly turned their attention to Grigor and Fred.

“Grigor, pull back!” Fara snapped.

Once the huge demon leaped back, her tails unleashed a devastating barrage of force against the elves. A dozen of them collapsed to the ground, spewing up their internal organs in the process.

The rest hesitated and stared at Fara in shock.

Of course, they had never seen a mystic fox before.

Magical lances slammed into the elves from Alsia and the Kinadain, followed by Grigor’s earth spike Gift. Swiftly, the enemy elites collapsed. Then the rest of them followed.

Rys sent his demons in, and they cleaned up within seconds. The rebels tried to flee, but couldn’t run fast enough to escape. Within a few short minutes, the battle was over, and all resistance had been reduced to paste.

In the aftermath, Rys ordered the Lilim to heal up any wounds. They restrained themselves, given the circumstances. Not even their perpetual horniness survived this situation.

Then they moved into the palace complex itself. More battles awaited them. News of the portal’s destruction had likely spread, he realized.

A single shard from a destroyed portal could be used as a powerful summoning catalyst, circumventing the incompetence of the summoner. Looters battled rebels, who battled defenders. Amidst it all, some palace staff tried to flee when opportunities arose.

“I don’t think I’ve seen so many different races in one place,” Fara gasped out as they rushed past one huge brawl in a dance hall. “Not just dwarves, elves, humans, and demons, but all the monsters. Sprites, elementals, phantasmal beasts, constructs—this is insane.”

“This is the heart of the Infernal Empire. We should count ourselves lucky we’re not fighting dragons.” Rys gulped down some water from a flask. “Grigor, how are we doing?”

Rys already knew at a glance, but it distracted Grigor to give him orders.

“We have lost all the spares. Multiple demons have fallen. I… do not know if they are banished or not. Without my soulsight, it is difficult to be sure.” The prince ran a hand over his stone mask. “I would deeply appreciate it if you could check on their essence once we leave.”

They both knew that Rys could check at any moment, as he was their summoner. But Grigor likely didn’t want to know, and telling him the truth might harm morale.

There was too much magic being thrown around for the lesser demons to survive. The demons would be celebrating the passing of many kin later.

Finally, they made it to the portal room. The overwhelming magical power emanating from the room felt completely unlike what Rys had felt when he had been here in reality.

The room itself was cavernous, and large enough to fit a whole other palace inside. When whole, the portal had stood 50 feet tall and 100 feet wide. The entire thing had been formed from a huge growth of crystal, the shattered remains of which coated the entire floor of the chamber.

These shards changed color depending on the magical energy of the being near them. Each of them was coated in gore and rapidly changed color. Most of the time they looked purple, but flickered blue and red at times.

Three adult dragon corpses lay atop the shards. The ceiling had been melted open by dragonfire, and the molten steel, glass, and stone that resulted gave the room a twisted appearance.

But Rys’s attention was drawn to a woman standing in the center. She had vivid blonde hair that fell to her waist, a modest bust, and a short, trim figure. Her clothing was that of a white and gold uniform, with select pieces of gleaming armor. She held a lance nearly twice her height, and it was covered with angelic runes on almost every inch of its gleaming silver surface.

More importantly, glowing tendril-like blue wings in the shape of a hawk’s extended from her back. They had a wingspan of dozens of feet and exuded raw magical energy.

“The Angel Lord Sirion,” Grigor breathed out, his eyes wide behind his mask.

Sirion turned toward them. Her eyes scanned over the two princes, then locked onto Rys. She inclined her head in greeting.

“Rys,” she said, her voice like the chiming of a bell. He knew the sound of it all too well. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Her lance whirled in her hands, and she pointed it at him while summoning astral power. “You literally shouldn’t be here. Who and what are you?”


Chapter 12


For a moment, Rys saw death. Sirion focused enough magical energy in her lance to vaporize everyone in his party in an instant. Her wings flared with light as she drew on her reserves of power.

Despite that, she waited. “Well, aren’t you going to answer me? Where’s your silver tongue?”

“I’m a little rusty,” he replied, regaining his confidence now that he knew that death wasn’t imminent. “I have quite a few centuries of dust to shake off.”

“Ah, yes, because that is exactly the sort of thing that convinces me that you are who you appear to be.” The angel smiled at him despite her words, but there was an edge to it. “Enlighten me.”

“Rys, is this wise?” Fara whispered.

“I don’t recognize her race,” Sirion said, almost certainly overhearing the warning. “How curious.” She tilted her head. “I do wonder if it’s wise to check the Library.”

“I’m not sure that you can,” Rys replied, choosing his words carefully. “What would be your reaction if I told you that we’re in a pocket dimension, separated from Harrium, and reproducing past events?”

Everybody stared at him as if he had gone insane.

Naturally, outright telling anyone this sort of thing was pretty crazy. At least, ordinarily. Most people wouldn’t believe him. In the worst case, it might even trip the defense mechanisms—he didn’t know how they worked, after all.

But angels were the only beings that Rys knew of that manipulated time and space on a regular basis. If anyone understood the power of the Labyrinth, it would be them.

After all, Azrael had foreseen his own death in the Cataclysm. Perhaps Sirion might believe Rys.

Sirion clicked her tongue before brushing aside her long hair with a hand. “I see. That would explain things. Your apparent weakness, your presence here, the fox, and the reason why I cannot contact any other angels. Of course, I can’t tell whether you’re lying right now. Convenient, no?”

“The opposite,” Rys growled. “This would be very easy if your soulsight worked and you could tell truth from lie.”

“Hmm.” Sirion watched him carefully. “The Angelic Library exists outside time and space. The information I can access through it shouldn’t be dependent on where I am, but I do wonder ‘when’ I am. And what you are. You still haven’t answered my question.”

She twirled her lance and raised an eyebrow.

The Angelic Library was a repository of knowledge that the angels used to store and retrieve information. It existed outside of Harrium, and Rys had been told it existed outside of time and space, like Sirion said. He had always wondered what that meant. The angels never acted as if they knew the future, but they theoretically should.

What use was a library that contained all knowledge if they didn’t use it? This was probably why the angels had never given him access to the damn thing, no matter how hard he negotiated with them.

“I’ll answer your question if you answer mine: if I tell you the truth, will you store it in the Library?” he asked.

If this angel was a fake, there was no risk. Whatever she did would have no impact outside this pocket dimension.

But what if she had access to the real Library? What if she stored information about Rys in the present, and alerted Azrael to his revival?

In fact, that might have already happened.

“I won’t. Until I know what you’re doing here, the risk of fundamentally damaging Harrium itself is too high. The Library says that the past is immutable, but you are here. If this isn’t a pocket dimension, my actions may fracture spacetime and induce indescribable chaos. Everything accomplished in the Cataclysm would be undone in an instant.” She snapped her fingers for effect. “This conversation is between us.”

“We can believe her?” Fara asked.

“You’re new at this, aren’t you?” Sirion said with a smile. “Angels don’t lie.”

“Not directly, anyway,” Rys said. “Fine. I am Talarys. Within a century, I will be sealed away on the Tolaran Archipelago. When I awaken, Harrium is on the brink of ruin, all angels are gone, Azrael is the only active archangel, and I am trying to regain my lost power. We’ve worked together before, Sirion. Do you distrust me now?”

Fara’s and Alsia’s eyes widened at the admission that Rys had worked with Sirion before. He was stretching the truth a little. She was the angel that he negotiated with as the liaison to the angels, to be precise.

“I have never trusted you, Rys. You may be a delight in bed, but intelligent women shouldn’t trust a man called the ‘Incubus King.’” Sirion laughed, but her expression darkened. “That archipelago… I dislike this. Forgive me, but I must be sure.”

Rys stiffened. He expected her to attack, to cast a spell, or to do something.

Instead, she blinked. A moment later, her demeanor changed. Her shoulders slumped, her eyes grew weary, and Sirion aged centuries. Not in appearance, but in how she expressed herself.

She had connected to the Library, he realized. In doing so, she had found all the information and memories of her present self. Or more accurately, the last version of Sirion to exist on Harrium.

After all, Sirion was long gone. Just like so many others.

She looked around herself and her eyes focused on the shards. “I cannot help but feel this ended up being a waste. The Cataclysm was the ultimate in Pyrrhic victories. We lost so much that we could not afford to win again. But we did. This is tiring, Rys. How can you approach me and be so confident, after returning to a world that tries to ruin itself time and time again?”

“It’s the only world I have, in case you haven’t noticed. I can’t exactly fuck off to Heaven,” he said drily.

“If only it were that simple.” Sirion’s smile turned sad.

“You believe me?” he asked.

“I know more than you do, I suspect.”

That bothered him, but he was used to that when dealing with angels. Sirion would tell him as much as she felt he should know, and nothing more.

“Why did you destroy the portal?” Rys asked. “I always wondered how the dragons did it, but they never did. Did they?”

“That’s not a question you need to know the answer to. But isn’t it obvious? Without the Infernal Empire, there are no divine beings deciding the future of Harrium. It would mean freedom for the mortals that are native to this world,” Sirion explained.

“How’s that working out for them?” he said glibly.

Her expression became pained.

“Are you sure that the past can’t be changed? You just tapped into the Library and saw the future, didn’t you?” he asked. “At least, from your perspective.”

Sirion was so real and lifelike, he genuinely wondered if she was fake. If the Labyrinth could reproduce an angel lord and her access to the Angelic Library, what couldn’t it do?

“The past remains immutable, but the future is always uncertain. The Library tells me of events that took place in your history, which tells me that the fate of the Harrium you know is decided. But you can change what happens once you return to the present, even if nothing I do here changes the events taking place right now.” She gestured around herself. “It is an odd feeling. Freeing, perhaps, to know that my actions have no immediate consequence.”

But they did have consequences. Everything that Sirion told him was immensely important.

“Can you tell me about the archipelago?” he asked.

She laughed at him. “Oh, no. I know a little of it. But it is before my time. Unlike the archangels, I don’t have tens of millennia of inherited memories. Only Azrael could help you there.”

Disappointing.

“Is this it, then? I learn that the angels were behind the fall of the Empire and the current state of Harrium, and nothing else?” Rys asked.

“Not everything can change the course of history, Rys,” she said. “How many things have you done that are of little importance to where you ended up in life?”

He scowled, refusing to accept that. “If you are certain that the past can’t change, why not prove it? Put something in the Library.”

“Perhaps I could,” Sirion said. “But I am an angel lord. My responsibilities outweigh my personal desires. Just as I destroyed this portal despite my misgivings—which proved correct in the fullness of time—so too will I allow my life to take its course. Goodbye, Rys.”

“You realize this truly is goodbye for me,” he said, staring at one of the few angels he had ever known personally.

“I know. It means a lot to me that I actually have a chance to tell you this, given my true self didn’t.” Her smile turned brittle. “I will entrust Azrael to you now, as I have nobody else I can turn to.”

After those words, Sirion’s wings closed around her body and she teleported away in a flash of light.


Chapter 13


“We’re still here,” Fara noted.

The rest of the party had shifted to the far side of the portal chamber during the conversation. They wanted to be far away from Sirion, for what little it mattered.

“Even if I had known the truth, it wouldn’t have changed anything,” Rys said. “I always suspected the angels of being involved. King Mylar’s rebellion needed external support, not to mention the resilience of the portal itself.”

“Who was she?” Alsia asked. “To you.”

“Technically, just somebody I worked with. Sirion became an angel lord after the Cataclysm and led the angelic host against the armies of the Infernal Empire. She managed to keep us from crushing them entirely. I fought her once, and she chopped off my arm before sinking the city I was defending.” Rys made a chopping motion on his right bicep.

“I’m sorry, what?” Fara said flatly.

“We were enemies. Then we negotiated peace terms, and I became the longstanding liaison between the Empire and the angels.”

“You fucked her, didn’t you?” The fox’s eyes narrowed.

“Many times. The more powerful an angel is, the greater their… humanity.” He frowned.

Sirion had almost been too human. If he didn’t know better, he could have sworn that had really been her.

For what little closure it gave him, he accepted that feeling. How many of his old friends and acquaintances had died while he had slumbered? What had been his last words to them, or the last thing he did with most? As much as he desired power, he often enjoyed the company of others.

His blood ran cold the more he thought about the topic, so he stopped. Focusing on the present was far wiser.

“Yes, I noticed.” Fara placed a hand on his shoulder and gave him a squeeze. “We need to move on.”

Before they left, Rys appropriated a few portal shards. If he could take those with him, so many of his problems would be solved.

Somehow, he doubted things would be so easy.

They set off toward the site of the main battle in the palace, in the central wing of the complex. The smoke and flames died down as they got closer, but a pyre of dragonfire lit up the darkening sky.

The walls and ceiling of the throne room had been melted into pools of stone and metal. Thousands of square footage of opulent estate had been obliterated and covered in slag, blood, and ash. The throne room itself was large enough to contain an army, and the supporting rooms made it the size of a large castle.

Countless corpses littered the ground. Hundreds upon hundreds of charred and brutalized humanoids, and dozens of dragons and other devils. Gore and chunks of flesh could be seen everywhere.

In the center of it all was the unmoving form of a true monster. A six-legged beast that resembled a dragon, but was a mishmash of prismatic scales and black fur. Its size was comparable to an adult dragon, but its figure was not. A distended head bearing two shattered ebony horns jutted out from its misshapen body. Its tail split at the end like a snake, but each end bore axe blades.

Burns coated the beast. Huge gouges had been carved into its flesh, and half of its scales were missing. Slick, black blood pooled on the surrounding floor.

Despite the wounds, the monster lived. Merely standing near it caused an overwhelming magical pressure to bear down on Rys. Waves of magical energy billowed off it. The being was a veritable demigod.

This was Duar. The second-oldest infernal alive, right after Malusian himself.

Or he had been the second-oldest infernal alive. Because, in reality, he was dead. This wasn’t real.

But it felt real.

In this strange moment, Rys saw something that he never had before. Duar’s monstrous form. One of the greatest secrets that a royal devil could hold. Before dying, the devil had returned to his human form, and died like that. That had been the state that Rys had found him in.

“Is this Duar?” Fara asked quietly.

“Malusian’s right hand.” Rys’s voice was thick with emotion.

The infernals stirred restlessly. Grigor and Fred remained grim-faced, but the tension in their bodies was strong enough that if it unwound all at once, they would explode.

“Rys, is this safe?” Grigor asked.

“I know Duar. He won’t attack us,” Rys said.

“This is too dangerous. A devil in their monstrous form will attack on sight. We should…” Fred trailed off at Rys’s glare.

“Stay here,” Rys said. “All of you.”

Then he strode over to the devil that had granted him freedom from Lacrissa, and who was responsible for so much of Rys’s path in life.

With every step, the magical pressure increased. Rys almost felt that he was suffocating.

This felt real. As if he were truly in the presence of Duar himself. The greatest of infernals were demigods, and Duar had fought an army of trained dragons. That same army could level entire cities or fortresses. Even Rys doubted his own ability to stop Mylar and his dragons.

Duar remained in this world after the destruction of the portal due to his foresight. If the portal fell, who would be capable of restoring the Empire afterward? The portal made it convenient for infernals to reside in Harrium. Royal devils had difficulty finding powerful summoners that could maintain them.

Rys had been one of the few who could. Ariel gathered most of the rest. Once she lost her last portal, she relied more heavily on summoning. The other alternative was what was known as a pact.

An infernal could make a deal with a mortal, and that deal could power the summoning, so long as the mortal and infernal continued to fulfill it. Pacts were a nuisance, as they required immense resources and constant maintenance. Duar had constantly renewed his, and sometimes vanished for months at a time while Rys prepared a new one for the devil.

The memory of how the idea had come up returned to Rys as he approached Duar. As though his mind dredged up memories related to the infernal with each step.

“Yes, I’m sure. I’d say there’s no better place for you than in the exterior court of Ruathym, Talarys. It’s a junction of mortals, magic, infernals, and politics with a wrapper of ambition and a core of much-needed stability—which describes you in a nutshell. You think these recent cultists are linked to Ariel?” Duar said one evening, back when Rys worked for him as a minor general.

“Recent” had been over three decades ago. But Duar was millennia old, so that was the equivalent of the previous Tuesday.

“Maybe. They’re trying to form pacts with powerful infernals and build underground empires beneath our feet. They might be trying something else,” Rys had answered.

“That would be foolish. If they don’t pick a side, they’ll make an enemy of everyone. We’d crush them as fast as they’d form a pact.” Duar chuckled.

Rys hadn’t been so sure. “Perhaps. If they were still there by the time we found them and squashed them. Pacts make it possible to summon royal devils, but it’s still very difficult. If you want to find the people capable of forming and maintaining one, then you’ll need to cast a wide net and you’ll need them in a place where you can test their ability to maintain the pact under pressure. Of course, once confirmed, you can whisk them back to friendlier territory.”

That caught Duar’s attention, in a way that had reminded Rys of when he had returned from his encounter with Azrael during the Cataclysm. “Royal devils? So this is related to Ariel.”

Rys had shrugged. “It’s only been a century and you’ve already removed several prized members of Ariel’s cabinet. Give it another two or three centuries and she’ll have no choice but to wage open war for the portal if she doesn’t come up with an alternative,” he had said. “We’d be in the same boat if we didn’t have the portal. So she is hunting down anyone capable of summoning royal devils for her.”

“All too true,” Duar said, his expression dark and his orange eyes glowing for a moment. “These infernalists, you call them… see if you can capture some. Perhaps we should investigate our own alternatives. I might have an idea for using these pacts to reinforce the Empire, now that we only have one portal left. Choice is everything, after all.”

Choice, Rys thought, coming back to reality.

Duar had given Rys choice in a life where he had none before. Ironically, Duar himself had little say in his own life.

The pacts had backfired. Nobody else was interested in the idea, and Duar was the protector of Ruathym and Malusian’s palace. The fact he could now survive the portal’s destruction somehow solidified his position, in the twisted thought process of other infernals.

So it was that the general responsible for protecting Ruathym and the portal was also the one who was supposed to survive its destruction.

At the same time, the usage of pacts by Malusian only justified Ariel’s use of them. The Eternal Game increased in intensity, and Malusian and Ariel found themselves drawn into larger and larger battles. It didn’t take long before many felt that one would eventually battle the other directly.

The Infernal Empire wasn’t great at planning. For some reason, a nation run by a race infamous for capriciousness and selfishness didn’t think about the long term.

“In either case, I will have failed in my duty. A martyr, I am forever marred,” Duar had remarked darkly to Rys after Malusian’s council, where he had been more or less forced to take on the role of protecting the portal. “The price of brotherhood and duty. Never forget that, Rys.”

In the present, Rys shook his head to clear his thoughts. He was becoming too sentimental. Unlike Sirion, Duar had died while he had been active. This was nothing new.

But the chance to speak with his old mentor was new. What would Duar say to him, with his final words?

Before Rys spoke up, he noticed something odd. Looking out past the melted walls and windows, he noticed that the landscape had frozen. The smoke in the air didn’t move, shadowy figures remained still, and the city as a whole was trapped in a single moment in time.

Even close by, Rys noticed that the pocket dimension appeared to be struggling. A piece of rubble fell to the ground, but didn’t kick up any dirt or dust upon impact with the grimy ground.

A foreign presence lingered in his mind, and it felt familiar to Rys. Greater in magnitude than the castle, but it came through its connection.

Was this the Labyrinth? Was its power struggling to maintain a being as great as Duar in this recreation?

If so, that meant there was a limit to its power. But that was cold comfort, given Duar was a being close in power to an actual archangel.

“Duar,” Rys said.

Seven baleful eyes opened and each burned with a jade haze. Duar seemed to smile, as much as he could in this form. Blood streamed through his ebony teeth, splattering on the ruined tile floor.

“Rys,” Duar replied in perfect Royal Devil, as a truly powerful and honorable devil such as he would.

Nostalgia flooded Rys at the sound of his former mentor’s voice, as he hadn’t heard it in centuries. The Labyrinth’s power pushed at Rys, and he suddenly found himself drawn into another memory.

This time, he was in the throne room, but it was intact. Rys had kneeled in the vast emptiness of the chamber. Only two figures joined him.

At the moment, the Cataclysm was in full swing. The Reapers invaded Gauron and the Infernal Empire defended its land. Soon, the angels would intervene and everything would spiral out of control. But for the moment, Rys was Lacrissa’s agent and pet.

Lacrissa herself stood in front of Rys, wearing little other than a jeweled thong and bra. Rys only saw her backside in this memory, but it was a damn fine one. She was, after all, the Succubus Queen and probably the sexiest woman in all existence.

In front of her stood Duar, wearing the same black and silver noble’s outfit that he had probably worn for the past thousand years. He even wore a cape, which had fallen out of fashion centuries ago, apparently.

Black was a reviled color among royal devils. It was an unchanging color in fashion that worked too well. Any devil could pull off black, but what about something more garish? Devils loved chasing fads and new fashion trends. The fact that Duar favored black, and so much of it, spoke volumes about how little he cared about social perception.

It also said a lot about his raw power, as he could ignore what others thought of him and still remain this powerful. If anything, he probably wore the damn thing all the time to piss off other infernals.

“I don’t recall any of your succubi being capable of manipulating the Reapers, General Lacrissa,” Duar boomed. “As such, I don’t need them in the south. I need a leader. Power, leadership, and fighting ability are what matter in command. Perhaps even signs of intelligence, and an ability to recognize the fact that one’s own forces do not grow on trees.”

Lacrissa’s shoulders stiffened. “Oh? So you want Tallie? Is that it?” she crooned. “Well, if you insist, Duar. Tallie, you know what to do. Go be a good pet and follow Duar’s commands. Be sure to show off all your power, leadership, and fighting ability. Maybe bring back a few dozen sluts for me, while you’re at it.” She giggled. “Oh, and remember—don’t let anybody else waste what is yours. They don’t grow on trees.”

Anger had surged in Rys as Lacrissa’s mental manipulation took hold. Duar scowled and thundered at her, but it wasn’t until Rys returned from his battle with Azrael that anything could be done.

Then, and only then, had Rys been freed. And he owed it all to Duar.

Once again, he returned to reality. The presence of the Labyrinth faded somewhat. Rys suspected it was feeding off his memories in order to maintain Duar, but that was an uneducated guess.

Duar remained in front of him, in his monstrous form. No sign of his black and silver outfit now.

“As I predicted, I have become a martyr,” Duar said. “Even so, you live on. The Empire will not, but everything that it means also lives on with you.”

Rys felt his breath catch in his throat.

“My service to my brother is ended, after all of these millennia by his side.” Duar choked out a booming laugh around all the blood pouring from his maw. “My duty is done, my body spent, and the magic that comprises my being is returning to the planes beyond. But you are free, Rys. You lack the bonds that tied me down. The future is yours, in a way it should have been long ago.”

The devil shifted, and it was clear he didn’t want an answer. Had he been thinking about these words? Or did they come to him naturally?

“You’ve held this threadbare wreck of an Empire together better than any of us. You are a mortal raised within the Infernal Empire, with the power and will of the greatest of any of my kin. Even as our work was undone by mortals, it shines the brightest in you. The time of infernals, and all divine beings, has passed, but not our legacy.”

Stretching his head toward the sky, Duar closed his eyes.

“I am the last of Malusian’s infernal generals. Perhaps I should be selfish and full of hubris for once. You are my legacy, Rys. I shall claim you and your future as proof of everything that we accomplished, and that this doesn’t end here. You know what it means to be an infernal. You hold bonds with us that have transcended that dreadful Cataclysm and even the Eternal Game between Ariel and Malusian,” Duar continued. “If there is to be a new Empire, it will be born from your strength, and not the weaknesses of others such as Kauros.”

Silence fell. Rys found himself at a loss for words.

For all his personal desires and struggles to claim power, Rys had never claimed a mandate or a legacy. He had fought for everything and assumed others would never accept him easily. His allies were carefully chosen, and he avoided needlessly antagonizing others in order to minimize conflicts.

But through all of that, he had never imagined that Duar saw him this way. The Empire had shaped Rys. To be given the blessing of one of the infernals who helped build it was… complicated.

But Rys knew how to respond to Duar now. Beyond all else, they were friends. Just like Grigor and him.

“Really, Duar, you’re thinking too small,” Rys said, forcing arrogance into his voice. “I’m not going to rebuild the Infernal Empire. It never even expanded past Gauron. I’m going to make something far grander. A nation that will span Harrium itself.”

Empty words right now, while Rys had so little power. But he wanted power, didn’t he?

Duar chuckled, and the motion caused cracks to appear in his neck. “Well, I’m glad that your ambition burns as bright as ever. I’d say to walk before you run, but given how young you started rune-crafting, that’s foolish advice. Just be sure not to trip, Rys. Your countless enemies will be sure to swoop on you given the opportunity.”

The pair exchanged grins.

“One final warning,” Duar said, turning serious. “Your knowledge worries others. Word has reached—”

Rys’s mind blanked out as the seal stopped him from hearing Duar’s warning. By the time it returned, the ancient devil had finished speaking.

No, Rys realized, the simulacrum was failing to keep him together. Most of his body had frozen in place. Only his head moved.

“Thank you, Duar,” Rys said. He fought to keep his tone steady.

“Go, Rys. Mylar and his dragons will return, and you have work to do. It is good to see Grigor and Frederick with you, but do remember Asa as well. Those bonds are valuable,” the old devil said.

A moment later, Duar froze up entirely.

Nothing moved in the entire pocket dimension. Not the smoke in the distance, or the dust on the ground, or even the ancient devil laying in front of Rys.

He stared into space for several long minutes. The others let him be, although Fara leaned against him to keep him company, her tails curling around his back. Fred and Grigor paid their respects, even though Duar couldn’t respond.

Whether history had been changed or not, it seemed that Rys had broken the defense mechanism.

Hopefully, that was good enough. Because once he returned, he had an obelisk to break and power to regain. And with it, he would have the strength to deal with Avolar and the schemes of the Malus League.

For the moment, he remembered an old mentor and friend.


Chapter 14


Rys blinked, and in that instant, the broken world of Ruathym vanished.

One moment, he stood in the burning ruins of his past. The next, a hewn stone chamber surrounded him. Beside him was the rest of his party, although they appeared significantly more confused than he was.

The room had the same dome-like shape as the chamber for the last power conduit. That implied the same designers were behind both seals, Rys realized. If so, it made him question who had built the door that protected this power conduit.

Orthrus hovered beside him, then lazily drifted toward the obelisk that dominated the center of the room. Once Rys destroyed this obelisk, which was the power conduit itself, then he would regain some measure of his true power.

“This one looks different from the previous one,” he commented with a frown.

Instead of a single block of dark stone, it was a multi-pronged pillar. If Rys had to guess, he imagined that it was constructed to draw in magic from the surrounding air. But he disliked guessing when it came to something he genuinely didn’t understand. This obelisk was ancient magic and far older than anything he had ever tangled with.

“Indeed.” Orthrus’s tone was thoughtful, and Rys imagined that the wisp would stroke his chin if he could. “This isn’t the right conduit.”

“I’m sorry? Is that a joke? Are you going to direct me to another Labyrinth now?”

Orthrus chuckled. “No, there’s only the one. I mean that this is an extension of the interference I observed upon our entry. Whoever interfered with the defense mechanisms has also modified the seal itself. That is… most unusual. I do not have the available power to determine exactly why, or how, but it implies an immense level of power and knowledge.”

The wisp turned to face Rys. “I imagine that combination was in short supply in your era.”

“Anybody with it was a legend by the time I was born,” Rys replied with a distant gaze. “And after the Cataclysm, most became myth. If I cared to, I could count everyone on one hand and not use all my fingers. Malusian, Kauros, probably not Ariel.” He frowned. “Presumably this new Azrael.”

“I am doubtful of that, but it is possible.”

Rys wondered why Orthrus thought that an archangel was incapable of this, but let the topic lie. There was, after all, one other person who could have pulled this off. And he was the same person who could have interfered with the runes on the entrance.

Rys himself.

Not that it made much sense. If Rys was going to mess with a seal like this, he imagined he wouldn’t have set it up to contain himself. That made very little sense. He was missing vital information, and his lack of memories prevented him from unraveling the puzzle.

“I assume I just break this one, despite your concerns?” Rys asked. “It’s not going to be trapped?”

“No, I don’t believe that is possible. The material itself is effectively impervious to magic.”

“Then how am I breaking it?” he asked.

Orthrus didn’t answer, but instead stared at Rys. Somehow, he suspected that the answer was a simple one.

These chambers had sat in plain sight for millennia, but nobody had stumbled into them. The defense mechanisms weren’t even that strong. What made Rys different was deep inside himself, and he felt his connection to the castle shudder as he stared at the obelisk.

After stepping up to the obelisk, Rys raised his axe and shattered it in a single strike. Black stone flew everywhere. The assembled infernals, Kinadain, and fox watched in silence.

Nothing happened. Rys didn’t find himself transported to a vision of his past. He didn’t regain lost memories. For the briefest of instants, he felt robbed.

Then his entire body throbbed with raw, unyielding power. Blood rushed to his head, and his heart and lungs pumped wildly to keep up with his expanding strength. He felt as though he was physically growing in size, even as he did nothing but stand in one place.

After a second passed, and Rys caught his breath, he rolled his shoulders. His entire body felt lighter. Stronger. Raw magical power ran through his body at a level he hadn’t felt since he had awakened.

“Rys,” Grigor breathed out. “You’re back.”

Looking over, Rys saw Grigor and the other demons staring at him with wide, glowing eyes. Then, one by one, they dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. The lesser demons trembled while the noble demons grinned. Both Grigor and Fred appeared relieved.

Everyone else looked to be confused, but the devils realized something had happened.

“You look happy, boss. Care to show off? I can guess that you’re somehow really terrifying right now, but I can’t see it like the demons can,” Margrim said, stroking his chin.

The soulsight of the demons allowed them to see the magical power of anyone they looked at, whereas devils only saw emotions. Only the demons saw how powerful Rys had just become.

Rys nodded and raised a hand. With a snap of his fingers, he filled the entire cavern with a dragon made of blood red flames.

The others in the cavern gasped and ducked. Embers of hellfire gushed off the beast, but Rys dismissed them with a thought. Prismatic light billowed off the fiery conjuration as the very air was transformed into magical energy. The dragon beat its wings, and a rainbow formed across the room.

“Uh, boss, I think you should stop that before we all suffocate,” Margrim said, his already ashen face somehow paler than usual.

With another snap of his finger, Rys canceled his spell. In the ensuing moments, the devils joined the demons and kneeled.

“Stand up,” Rys said. “Nothing’s changed. You’ve just seen a little more of who I really am.”

“A little?” Fara muttered, her tails frizzed out. “This is a little?”

Grigor stood up, along with the rest of the infernals. He let out a chuckle. “Indeed. Rys hasn’t been this weak since the war with the angels. Even when I first met him, he was at least this strong.”

The room fell deathly silent. Rys saw the gears churning in the minds of many of his subordinates, and not just the mortal ones. Alsia’s expression was thoughtful, even if her bodyguards bordered on terrified. Some of the infernals tried kneeling again.

In order to break up the group hug, Rys started giving out orders. “Taras, scout out the nearby corridors. There were signs of others earlier, and we need to know if we should expect trouble on the way out.”

The black cloth-swathed devil snapped off a salute and a nod, then disappeared out of the room with his fellow Malakin devils.

Rys raised an eyebrow, then quickly looked around himself for a note or something scrawled in dust. Nothing. He checked his pockets. Nada.

“I think you scared him,” Fara said. “I can’t blame him.”

Fred nodded. “Indeed. It was rather mean of you to get his name wrong after such a display. I believe his name was Tarasu.”

Fucking hell.

Fara rolled her eyes. “I’m pretty sure Mina doesn’t even know he’s lying about his name.”

Rys was definitely going to disabuse his new spymaster of that notion.

“Lying?” Fred asked.

Rys gave the fat bastard a look. “Go help Taras with scouting, Fred.”

Grumbling, the demon prince waddled outside.

Rys used the time to rest up. The influx of power had initially infused him with energy, but he now felt like he was coming off that peak. Lethargy seeped into his muscles and bones. Once he got back, he suspected he might sleep for a week.

Orthrus had robbed him with the first power conduit, he realized. The two seals were incomparable.

When Rys had cracked open the power conduit for Orthrus’s seal, he had gained a small amount of his power back and some of his skills. Plus the sealed memories related to Azrael.

But the power conduit for Rys’s actual seal had given him ten times as much raw strength. He was stronger than Grigor, had the magical power of a noble devil, had regained some of his ability to channel magic, and remembered even more skills.

First, he had relearned immense amounts of his infernal sorcery. He now knew how to simultaneously cast a ritual and a regular spell at once. More importantly, he had learned one of his most powerful spells, and one that he had seen in his battle with Azrael in his flashback.

Absolute Disruption, Rys termed it. It had been “borrowed” from Azrael. By casting a lengthy ritual spell, he could effectively turn off one type of magic in his vicinity for several minutes. Sorcery, spiritualism, infernal sorcery—he couldn’t affect astral power, obviously. Anybody using astral energy was bending reality, so it was far too difficult to simply “turn off.”

But this technique was how Rys battled foes far more powerful than himself. It wasn’t perfect—if turning off magic was enough to win a battle, Azrael would have killed Ariel or Malusian during the Cataclysm—but it was good enough most of the time. The downside was that it affected Rys as well, if he turned off infernal sorcery.

Otherwise, Rys had further improved his summoning ability. Mina would get the help she needed with her intelligence assets now. He had remembered specialized summoning rituals for succubi and other races of infernals that specialized in manipulating others. Given their mental abilities, keeping them in check with the right summoning circle was important.

What Rys didn’t learn was anything about his forgotten past. These skills felt like things he should have known all along. It wasn’t that he had remembered key parts of his life, which then let him relearn these spells. Instead, the seal simply relaxed its grip on his mind. The feeling frustrated him.

Rys realized that the seal was genuinely limiting his power and growth. Perhaps it was the reason he struggled so much with evocation. Or maybe that was an excuse.

While waiting, Margrim and his Ashen dug up the power slate that powered the door and power conduit defense mechanism. Like last time, it had seemingly appeared only after destroying the conduit itself.

“There is a large group of heavily armored Kinadain knights on this level,” Taras reported back. “Their equipment is enchanted, expensive, and well-worn. This is their emblem.”

The ninja weaved a symbol in the air out of smoke. Alsia and Fara frowned. A moment later, Rys and Grigor did as well.

“That’s the emblem of the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom, isn’t it?” Rys said.

“Worse,” Fara said. “That’s their royal emblem. Those are the royal knights of the RGK.”

Alsia nodded. “Queen Faeris maintains an elite regiment of demihuman knights, all of whom are draconic demihumans.” She touched her own horns while her pointed tail waved about, reminding Rys that Alsia was a draconic demihuman herself. “Other than Kinadain Slayers, they are most dangerous warriors in the archipelago. Every single one of them is a trained spellblade and they could be either sorcerers or spiritualists.”

“So let’s not fight them,” Rys said drily. “We’re not at war with Gorgria, and whoever wins an encounter still loses.”

“They looked rather scrumptious and their equipment quite valuable,” Fred added.

Everybody stared at him, and he grumbled.

“Is there a route around them?” Rys asked.

“Perhaps. We must move quickly, however,” Taras said.

“Then let’s go. Everybody up!”

That “perhaps” from Taras worried Rys, and he found out why as they bailed out from the Labyrinth. The party made an absurd racket as they clattered across the stone flooring. The Labyrinth here was more polished and fine than the one beneath Kavolara, and the demons were in a good mood. They made a lot of noise as they left.

Naturally, the Gorgrian knights heard them and caught up. As demihumans, they could navigate the Labyrinth without help. Even worse, they were experienced Labyrinth divers.

As Rys ushered his group up some stairs, he stared across the massive chamber at a pair of elegantly armored knights.

They stood at the far entrance, holding tall, curved tower shields and long swords. Their armor was functional, but impressive nonetheless. Heavy plate, chain mail, thick padded cloth. They didn’t gleam, and they lacked decorations other than their official emblems, but their horns and tails gave them a nasty look.

A fool might think they looked like ordinary soldiers. But their understated presence is what made them more impressive to Rys. The Gorgrian knights looked like efficient killers, more than dick-waving knights. Their equipment exuded magic, they held themselves well, and the fact they were this deep in the Labyrinth said more about their skills than anything else.

But they did nothing but watch. Rys went up the steps once his group was gone, and the knights didn’t follow.

Presumably, Faeris would hear of this. His little venture into Gorgria might have ramifications down the line.

“Can I ask a question?” Fara piped up as they returned to the Kavolaran section of the Labyrinth.

“If I say that you already are, will you hit me?” Rys asked.

Her tails batted him upside the head in answer to his question.

“I’m taking that as a yes,” she grumbled. “And stop looking so happy every time I hit you with my tails. Do I need to start infusing them with the earth element?”

“Please don’t.”

He had seen what that looked like. Fara could turn her tail from a fluffy object of affection into a spiky bat of death in an instant. Rys imagined how bad it would be if his fingers were in her fur when the transformation took place.

Then he stopped imagining it and rubbed his hands together with a wince.

She smirked, no doubt aware of his thoughts.

“So?” he asked.

“That hellfire was different from before. I can’t explain it, but it just…” Fara’s tails vibrated behind her. “Something about them set my tails on edge.”

“Quite the keen senses,” Orthrus butted in. His glowing form appeared above them, and Rys wondered how long he had been listening in. Now that they had the Kinadain to help navigate, he could join the group from time to time. “I was quite impressed to see such a fundamental change in your sorcery, myself. It was one thing to see your magical strength increase, another to see that you are a master of conceptual magic.”

Fara froze in place. A Lilim nearly ran into her and gave the fox a gentle push forward.

“Are you okay?” Rys asked.

“I may have misheard,” she said. “I consider myself fluent in a lot of languages now, after so many decades here, but sometimes I still make mistakes when it comes to technical jargon. I don’t know if ‘conceptual magic’ means what I think it means in any Pharosian tongues.”

“Well, try me,” he suggested. “I have a translation Gift. I can tell you.”

Fara said a few words in different languages.

“All of those words mean the same thing, and they mean what Orthrus is talking about,” Rys said.

Fara’s face paled.

“Really? Of all the things I can do, this is what bothers you?” he said, trying not to laugh.

“Don’t. Do not laugh at this,” she muttered. “Do you know what conceptual magic is?”

“Do you? Fara, I can describe to you the precise magical workings of how infernal Gifts bend causality itself, and how to use magic to block them. So, yes, I know what conceptual magic is.” He raised an eyebrow.

She blushed and refused to look at him. “You’re perverting the world itself. It’s… it’s against everything I was taught was right.”

“This may be an interesting philosophical discussion, but I believe it starts from the wrong root,” Orthrus said.

“Mmm. Conceptual magic doesn’t change the world, Fara. It is the world. That’s why it’s conceptual.” Rys chuckled.

When she gave him a confused look, he sighed.

“If you simplified things and drew a line from one end to the other of ‘magic that changes the world,’ you would put astral power on one end and conceptual magic on the other,” he explained. “In the middle is most sorcery.”

“Okay, so what is conceptual magic? If I’m so wrong.” Fara sounded grumpy.

“It is magic based on the root concept of something. Sorcery is usually ephemeral—that is, once the magical energy runs out, the world removes the effect of the spell because it doesn’t belong here. That’s why prismatic light appears, because magical energy generates heat and light as it is removed from the material plane,” Rys explained. “But conceptual magic is rooted in the world itself, and therefore is everlasting. The world cannot distinguish between the summoned concept and the real thing.”

“Why couldn’t you use it before?” she asked. “And if it is so special, why doesn’t everybody?”

“Because it’s restrictive. Elemental spirits use conceptual magic, but their abilities are limited as a result—there’s no such thing as a sand elemental, only an earth elemental. There is no natural concept for a ‘magical lance,’ so a sorcerer has fewer spells available. The dwarves have a list of conceptual ‘perfect’ runes, and it only has 13 runes in it. Runic syllabaries normally have hundreds or even thousands of runes in them. It’s like going to a library with a million books in it and being told you can only read fifty of them, because those are the ‘real’ ones.”

“You just cast hellfire. I’m pretty sure that’s not real or natural,” Fara snapped.

“Ah, well, that’s complicated.” Rys smirked.

“Ingenious, really,” Orthrus added. “You’re using dragonfire as the concept, then extending it to hellfire. But that furthers your point. Merely using conceptual magic is possible, but mastering it is difficult. The benefits are immense. I suspect you dislike the difference, fox, because you naturally realize how difficult it is to disrupt his magic now.”

Fara scowled. “That’s… true. Earlier, when I reached out to the hellfire, it felt like real fire. Not magical fire. I couldn’t sense any of the magical tethers or threads that I would pull apart or make fuzzier when I cast a disruption array.”

“And that is why I use conceptual magic,” Rys summarized. “Almost every angelic Primum has some form of disruption magic, and so do a lot of powerful infernals. I can’t rely on sorcery if any random jackass can snap their fingers and turn my magic off.”

Some of them still could, of course. Rys’s trick didn’t work against spells as powerful as his new disruption spell. But there was a reason that he carried an axe and had a strength Gift. Sometimes, the best way to handle an enemy was to forget the fancy tricks and just hit them until they died.

During the course of their conversation, they returned to the entry level of the Gorgrian section. From here, they only needed to cross to Kavolara and then use the warp gate to return to the castle.

But there was a problem.

“Lord Talarys, I believe the Malus League has returned to the Labyrinth,” Taras said, his tone higher than usual. “As always, I cannot reach the castle through mindspeak, but I am concerned about the status of this warp gate.”

Rys cursed. “Orthrus?”

“I believe you left the gate’s defenses in place. The doors should bar entry to anyone other than yourself,” the wisp said.

True. Rys had forgotten about the runes on the doors to the warp gate. At some point in the future, Rys would need to deactivate the runes, so that others could enter and exit the room freely. Right now, they kept the castle safe.

“What are we up against?” he asked Taras as they advanced.

“A dozen mages, a knight in rune plate, and many undead.”

“Necromancers,” Fara spat.

“I guess this is my fault,” Rys said. “Somebody might be mad that I broke their toy.”

“I think that might be the least of why they’re down here, Rys,” she said. “There is the small matter of the war. They might just want to kill us. If they know you’re down here, then killing a king is even more important.”

As if to ruin Fara’s theory, a voice screeched at them from the far side of a long, dark corridor. “I know you’re there, you dirty, Kavolaran scum! You’ll pay for breaking my necromantic cairn.”

Fara’s ears flattened against her head, and she refused to return Rys’s gaze.

“We should be careful,” Grigor uttered, holding up his hand to stop their advance. “They are ready for us. He is not bluffing and they are stronger than I expected.”

“How do they compare to the mages you fought in Compagnon?” Rys asked.

“Each of them is as strong as Forai was.” Grigor’s eyes burned as he used his soulsight to assess his opponents, even though nobody could see them. “Two of them are far stronger than anyone we have fought here. Weaker than either of us in raw strength, but strong enough to give me pause given they are likely capable sorcerers. I would be wary of battling either one-on-one without my revival Gift.”

Fara grimaced. “I have a bad feeling about this. Taras…u, you said you saw a knight in rune plate? Was he completely armored? Did you spot any sigils? Anything like an eye in black?”

The devil nodded. “I did not dare get close enough to make out their regalia in detail, but I believe that is likely.”

“You know them?” Rys asked.

“The Black Sorcerers. They’re part of Archwarlock Maliah Jyarvic’s inner circle and some of the most renowned mages in the League.” Fara bit her lip. “Their previous grand magister was a powerful infernalist—his name was Elias. He died invading the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom a few years ago, but nearly razed a city in the process. They have fifty magisters, elite mages, and it’s possible every one we’re facing is one.”

“Well, this is a day that doesn’t fucking end, isn’t it, boss?” Margrim chirped helpfully.

“I take it you recognize the knight?” Rys pressed Fara.

“Chief Enforcer Mave. Nobody knows anything about him, as he never takes his damn armor off. Lots of rumors about how he’s probably a construct or an undead reconstruction of Elias, because he showed up out of nowhere after the war with Gorgria.” Fara shrugged. “That’s the only reason I recognize him. Powerful mages in heavy rune plate are rare.”

Something about this situation bothered Rys. Normally, he would file that concern away, but he let this one simmer while he considered the situation.

“Come out here, you fucking cowardly assholes!” the voice from earlier screamed.

“He really wants us to walk into his trap,” Fara said.

“We need to get past them,” Alsia commented. “This appears to be a fight we cannot avoid, Rys. Isn’t a brutal victory over the Malus League something we should celebrate?”

“The brutality might be shared,” he said. “Again, this seems like a fight best avoided. I’d flatten them if there was something to gain, but this seems pointless.”

Rys continued to simmer, as he thought about how to proceed, but he didn’t have as much time as he’d like.

“So, what’s the plan?” Fara asked.

“Rush them, hurt them as badly as necessary, then make a break for the warp gate. Fred, Grigor, and I can hold them off, then we’ll retreat,” Rys said. “I trust that everybody can fight well enough to handle this.”

The orders went out, and they moved forward. Once the darkness resolved into a nearly fifty figures forming a wall at the far end of the corridor, battle broke out.

Magic flared beneath the cloaked mages, each of whom wore a black robe with silver runes woven into them. They cast combined rituals with three or four mages at once. No doubt they planned to rely on a wall of armored skeletons to protect themselves from assault.

Grigor broke that plan in an instant. He roared and slammed his axe into the ground. A cascading line of earth spikes rippled toward the mages, blowing skeletons into pieces upon impact. The targeted mages abandoned their spell and dove to the side.

Once the enemy’s ranks were broken, everybody else charged. Fred waded directly into one side. The skeletons vanished beneath his bulk, never to be seen again. That made for two gaps. A third opened up as Rys vaporized skeletons with hellfire, and Fara blew several apart with her spiritual flames.

That was the first step finished.

Naturally, this was when the mages responded. A whirling cascade of wind cut through the air, and began to shred the cloth and flesh of Rys’s party. Fara cursed as several cuts opened up on her face and blood streamed down her neck.

Her tails whirled behind her, and then the whirlwind vanished a moment later as she disrupted it. The Ashen hurled hellfire at the mages responsible, but they defended themselves with a glittering barrier of light. Everybody kept pushing forward despite the attack.

The skeletons began to piece themselves back together as they moved, and Rys watched as the blood began to congeal into amorphous blobs. Even Grigor’s earth spikes began to take form and try to attack Rys and his group.

Soon, flames, lances of light, and numerous other spells flew across the corridor. Fred, Rys, Fara, and Grigor took to the frontline. Alsia tried to join them, her own magical lances slamming into magical barriers, but Rys shooed her away.

“I can fight,” she snapped, eyes blazing.

“We’re not here to fight,” he said. “Go!”

She wavered, then left with her bodyguards, who lingered nearby.

An armored knight appeared in front of them, holding a greatsword as large as they were. This sounded more impressive than it was. In truth, the knight looked barely over five feet in height, even with their armor, so the great sword wasn’t that big. His armor and weapon glowed with dwarven runes.

Rys raised an eyebrow at him. For whatever reason, this man hadn’t attacked them. Rys hadn’t felt his magical signature in any of the spells cast. If Fara was right, this was Mave. Something felt off about him.

Mave’s eyes bore into Rys as he held his sword over one shoulder.

“Did you craft those runes yourself?” Rys yelled over the chaos of the battle. Another whirlwind churned up the air and was held at bay by Rys’s barrier.

“Did you?” Mave responded, pointing with his free hand at Rys’s axe, then at Grigor’s. His voice had an artificial lilting tone and was magically projected. No wonder people suspected he was a construct, because he sounded inhuman.

The wind died down, and Rys didn’t need to yell.

“I did,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve met another human who has crafted dwarven runes before.”

“I’ve been told it is not possible.”

“Ah, well, people like to talk nonsense about things they don’t know much about.” Rys stared at Mave, and wondered if they were having a conversation, or if the knight was buying time.

“The fuck are you doing, Mave? Stab the bastard!” a voice screeched. Rys recognized it as the man from earlier, who had been deeply upset over Rys’s vandalism of the necromantic obelisk. “I bet you’re the asshole who broke my cairn.”

The man who lurched out of the battle looked like a stereotypical necromancer. Huge, baggy dark cloak, lots of bones and knick-knacks, a huge gnarled wood staff with a skull on the end. Rys would call him a stereotype if he didn’t sense that the bones were active conduits to the astral plane.

Unlike Forai, this necromancer was the real deal. Forai had used corpses to fuel his creations. This mage conjured the undead from the collective astral energy around himself, skipping the messy process of using the recently deceased. Rys wondered how much more powerful his necromancy would be with a live source.

“Hah!” Grigor laughed. “You cared about that pathetic creation? Your work pales in comparison to anything I saw in the time of the Empire. I cannot believe you called it a cairn.”

“You…” The necromancer simmered, his face reddening. “I’ll use you as a necromantic puppet to destroy your own master, just for that!”

“Yoam, they’re taunting you,” Mave said calmly.

“Then kill them!”

“I think you’re missing the point,” Mave continued. “They are… how shall I put this? Getting away?”

The knight pointed his sword in the distance. Fred single-handedly blocked the entire exit from the corridor with his gluttonous mass, preventing pursuers from giving chase.

Everybody stared for a few moments.

“You cowards!” Yoam shouted. He charged off toward Fred, his staff blazing with an eerie purple light as he conjured more skeletons in a futile effort to unseat Fred’s gargantuan bulk.

That left Rys and Grigor alone with Mave, as everyone else had retreated.

None of the trio made a move. Rys’s suspicions deepened.

Rys stared at Mave for a moment. “Shall we look to the north?”

The knight stared at him. Then he slowly touched tapped the side of his closed visor, approximately where his nose would be.

“Impressive, King Talarys,” Mave said. “I look forward to our next meeting.”

“Perhaps we shall duel next time, and test our strength,” Grigor suggested, a broad grin stretching across his maw.

Mave didn’t answer, but Rys felt energy exude off the man in response to Grigor’s words.

Then Rys and Grigor retreated, and Fred soon after, with Yoam screeching after them.

Today had been a good day, but it would come with great ramifications in the future. Rys knew that he had greatly changed the course of his relations with both the Malus League and the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom today.

But that didn’t matter, because he finally had the raw power to tango with whoever he wanted to. It was time to return to his kingdom as a conqueror and turn his eye north.


Chapter 15
MAVE



Chaos remained in the wake of King Talarys’s retreat. Labyrinth beasts who heard the conflict arrived swiftly, preventing any pursuit. Tired and battered mages continued casting spells as the remaining skeletons took to the front line.

This time, Mave let loose. Simple Labyrinth beasts could be crushed remorselessly, unlike Talarys’s army.

Once the enemy was crushed, Mave found herself alone. Her armor was covered in scratches, blood, and dimly glowing runes.

She wished to take her helmet off and get some fresh air. Adrenaline pumped through her body at a level she couldn’t recall feeling before.

But she knew better than to do that. Her armor protected both her body and her identity. And her gender, which likely mattered more than she cared to admit in the Malus League. Others generally assumed she was a man, and she did nothing to disabuse them of the notion. What did it matter?

She heard groans and whining from behind her. Turning, she saw a dozen or so mages slumped over the stone flooring. Their ritual circles had burned out, and they relied entirely on the skeletons and Mave to protect them. Many of them bore burns, shredded robes, and a variety of small cuts.

But not a single mage had been killed in the battle, or even seriously wounded.

One mage remained standing, and he slowly trod over to Mave. His lips were moving, so Mave assumed he was grumbling about something.

Yoam bitched about everything. Both he and Mave were mages from the inner circle of the Tower of Black Cognition, more generally known as the Black Sorcerers.

There were five others, including the grand magister, Graem, who led them. The other mages present consisted entirely of magisters, as Mave had been reluctant to bring weaker spellcasters.

“When I felt my cairn fail, I had thought the Labyrinth had finally overcome it,” Yoam said as he approached, his nasal voice scratching at Mave’s ears. “Instead, it was caused by that ass. I thought that Maliah’s megalomania and boundless arrogance were the worst attributes a ruler could have, but clearly I was wrong.”

“I found him amusing,” she replied, her voice filtered through the magic of her helmet and transformed into something wholly artificial. “But you are right that we didn’t expect this.”

“I didn’t. You knew something was up from the moment I called you. Damn good decision to keep the young ones out of here,” Yoam said. “If we had brought the adepts and journeymen down here, who knew how many corpses I’d be presenting to Graem. Fuck.”

The senior necromancer threw off his hood and ran a hand through his ragged mane of graying blonde hair.

While Yoam had mastered anti-aging spells decades ago, his choice of magic discipline came with a cost. Mave wondered if her senior would be a talking skeleton at some point.

“Perhaps. But I’m not as sure,” she replied cautiously. “It cannot be luck that nobody died in that onslaught. He had two demon princes, plus countless devils. For all our ability, I refuse to believe we came out of it with no more than a few scratches.”

Yoam grunted, his eyes running over the other mages. “Probably. But why? If that ass wants to work with us, Maliah would welcome him with open arms.”

“Perhaps,” Mave said cautiously.

A laugh. “You and your secrets.”

“I was thinking more of the clash of egos that might result. Only so much of what we saw can be acting. While I suspect that the real King Talarys isn’t such a boasting ass, I have little doubt that he is supremely confident and power hungry. No man builds an empire within months without an inhuman drive,” Mave said.

“Inhuman, eh?”

Mave nodded, but was aware of how dangerous those words might appear to be.

The Malus League had been founded from such ambition. Maliah had brought countless mages here from Gauron with nothing but his charisma, and built one of the most powerful nations in the archipelago despite all opposition.

“Anyway, I’ll need a fair bit of time to clean up here. Need someone to bring down more magitech so I can set up another cairn. We’ll be in shit if we lose control of our primary artifact collection site,” Yoam said, changing the subject. “Head back up with anyone badly wounded, if there are any. Graem will need to know what happened here.”

“Don’t go chasing after the arrogant king,” Mave warned.

“How the hell would I? He went the wrong damn direction and fucking vanished. The stairs are that way.” Yoam pointed toward an exit that the Labyrinth beasts had attacked from, but not the way that Talarys went. “If he didn’t go up, then our demihuman guides are useless. He might be an ass, but he’s a competent one. No wonder Maliah locked down New Ahm.”

Mave raised an eyebrow beneath her armor. She hadn’t felt fear from her encounter with Talarys, but Yoam apparently felt differently beneath his exterior of rage.

“Let me know if you need help cleaning anything up,” she said, then clapped Yoam on the shoulder.

Given she was shorter than him, she had to stretch her arm. The necromancer gave her an amused look.

Mave found one of the nearby demihuman guides cowering in the far corner. If Talarys had taken them during the battle, the sorcerers would be in true danger. Only the native demihumans knew how to navigate the Labyrinth. Anyone else would swiftly become lost in its changing, twisting corridors.

That was the precise reason that Yoam’s necromantic cairn was so important. His skeletons prevented the rooms from changing, and allowed safe and swift passage to the lower floors of the Labyrinth. Down here, rare artifacts were plentiful.

Until the fall of Compagnon, those artifacts had funded much of the Malus League. While the nation had plentiful funds internally, they were worthless for international trade. Nobody accepted coinage with Maliah’s face on it, and nobody trusted them to pay back their debts. The trade sanctions by Tarmouth only made things harsher.

But artifacts were a universal currency in the archipelago. They had been easily laundered through Compagnon and had been vital to pay for large shipments of magical catalysts and other necessary supplies. Tarmouth had known all along that something was awry, but the jingle of money had prevented them from acting.

This particular demihuman guide calmed down once Mave let her know they were leaving. A slave collar looped around her neck, but she wore sturdy work clothes. Her hollow-eyed look gave away her true state of mind, but she wordlessly led Mave outside. Most demihumans weren’t as lucky as this woman, but Mave had insisted on proper treatment for those here.

Officially, the reason was because good guides were worth their weight in gold. Letting the workers break them was poor business and inefficient. Unofficially, Mave disliked the general treatment of demihumans in the League. Things weren’t like this in her homeland.

Still deep in her thoughts as she left the Labyrinth, Mave jumped when multiple sendings popped into her head. Her thoughts jumbled as she tried to make heads or tails of the mental blasts she had received.

The Labyrinth blocked all external communication and teleportation. That included magical sendings, which enabled the mental transmission of messages.

“Chief Enforcer,” the guards said to her, when she stopped near them. They wore the enchanted plate of mage-knights.

They couldn’t see her expression, or even where she was looking. Perhaps they thought she had stopped to greet them.

“Have any messages come for me in my absence?” she asked.

“A sending came through from Grand Magister Harpersmith. It had no contents, but instructed you to contact him,” one of the guards replied.

That matched up with the general intent of the sendings that she had received.

The difference was that her sendings made it clear that her presence was needed, and that something was awry in New Ahm. Mave was in demand.

“Ready a carriage and a sending device. I’ll leave for the capital imminently,” she said.

“Sir!” the guards barked, saluting.

Mave wandered into the camp while she waited for the carriage to be brought around. The last time she had come here herself, the place had been fairly quiet. Without trade through Compagnon, artifact recovery had become less valuable.

Now, hundreds of mages and soldiers mingled with the workers. They overflowed from the small number of buildings, and into huge tents. The workers appeared nonplussed about what was happening. Many of them had likely never seen so many mages in one place, let alone so many magisters bossing them around.

The knights largely kept the peace, given the cultural divide. Mages grumbled and argued, demanding better lodgings and food. The workers subsisted on meager wages for their labor, and didn’t appreciate giving up their rations.

“I take it there’s a supply issue?” Mave asked, intervening in one such argument. Her demihuman guide trailed behind her, steadfastly pretending nothing was happening.

Mave suspected that she’d be tailed by the demihuman until she sent her away. Following Mave gave the demihuman some immunity from what was taking place around her.

An argument broke out in response to Mave’s question, causing the officer mediating the dispute to scowl.

“I asked a simple question,” Mave said. Silence followed, as the mages and workers shut up.

“The supply wagons only had enough rations for a force half this size,” the officer pointed out. “We’re too far away from any major towns to get more food by tonight.”

“Isn’t that your fault, then? Fuck, why do you need so many goddamned robes around here? Is a war happening?” one of the workers spat.

“That’s not your business.” Mave sighed. “The easiest solution is to send the extras back. I didn’t ask for this much support to begin with. But the situation is more complicated. What about the nearby fortresses?”

This camp had token defenses, but Mave had avoided building anything major at the Labyrinth work sites. Towers shaped like gigantic phalluses attracted attention, and letting enemies know how to cripple the League’s economy was unwise.

Instead, she had relied on the network of fortresses that lined the mountain range. Ordinarily, it defended against Labyrinth invasions but it sufficed for logistics and rapid defense.

“They don’t want to give up precious supplies. The forts aren’t the best supplied areas in the League,” the officer said.

“While my heart weeps for their plight, reality is far harsher,” Mave said. “I’ll put in orders for them to provide food as a stopgap. I’m returning to New Ahm, so if there are any problems, you will need to contact me via sending.”

The mages smirked at Mave’s words, while the officer merely snapped off a salute. If he disagreed, it didn’t matter. While Mave might hold a lesser position than many of the mages here, she was the Chief Enforcer of one of the most powerful towers in the League. Her word was law, and she had enforced it with her sword multiple times.

Once finished, she dropped off her demihuman guide and found her carriage. It had no driver or horses, as it was driven by a magitech engine. A small flat device sat on one chair.

Mave got inside and sent the carriage on its way.

Once she cleared the camp’s outer wall, she took off her helmet. Her rusty blonde hair fell over her face, matted with sweat. Most of her hair was tied up in a bun, so she undid it, allowing it to trail down her back.

An observer would describe Mave as eerily beautiful. Her face could entrance a man with a look, at least until they looked into her eyes. Those were like ice crystals. The cold gaze in her blue eyes had frozen men out in the past, and she had never thought twice about it.

Somehow, she doubted that her eyes would have any effect on this King Talarys. Rumors had reached her that he was something of a womanizer and was bedding dozens of demihumans each night.

While Mave suspected the rumors were exaggerated, he did attract a strange amount of interest from the demihumans in his territory. Much of the intelligence she gathered from her agents made it clear that the newly minted king was the subject of much fantasy by his female citizens, especially those with horns and tails.

She fiddled with the sending device as her thoughts distracted her. Talarys had easily been the most conventionally attractive man she had seen. Mave knew that her mother would be slobbering all over him within minutes of meeting him, given how hopeless she was.

Fortunately, that meeting hadn’t happened yet. But Mave knew it would come one day. She only hoped that the current situation changed enough to make it less difficult for her.

Although knowing that her mother was sleeping with yet another man would always be frustrating. Her father might be dead, but shouldn’t her mother hold some sense of fidelity?

The sending device sprang to life as it connected.

“Mave, are you alone?” a gravelly voice uttered immediately.

“Yes, and I’m in a warded carriage. We can speak freely.”

A grunt. The speaker was Graem Harpersmith, the grand magister of Mave’s tower and one of the oldest and most powerful mages she knew. His scarred and wizened face came to mind as she listened to him.

“I’ll worry about the details of the Labyrinth later. Maliah wants us to meet our mutual associate,” Graem said.

“Should I bring anything?” she asked.

“Only your skeptical ear. He’s upset that we’re not helping him with his insane plan to start a war with the entire world, and will give us some menial crap to deal with while smooth-talking us.”

“So, the usual.” Mave laughed. “I remember the look on his face when you told him where to shove his demon lord.”

“Unfortunately, my reaction has put us in a tight spot. Without the artifact trade, we don’t offer as much to the League right now. Maliah and I go back further than I like, but he’ll throw us aside if we get in the way of his schemes. If you were half as competent as you are, I imagine he would think a lot harder about getting rid of the tower,” Graem grumbled.

“I doubt I’m the only reason he wants to keep us around,” she said.

“Maybe, but he appreciates power and talent. A lot of our intelligence on the cock kingdom comes from your agents, and you’re a highly competent combat magister. Until Maliah goes completely crazy, he’ll still remember the reason why he created the League, and it’s about fostering powerful mages. Not vengeance.”

Mave stared at the device, confident she had misheard something. “The cock kingdom?”

“It’s a name that’s being bandied about due to the acronym of the Kingdom of Kavolara,” Graem explained, then coughed. “I suspect it found purchase due to your reports of the king being a womanizer.”

“Ah.” She chuckled. “Well, it so happens I met this king. I have much more faith in the rumors now. If he walked through the streets of New Ahm, I imagine he’d draw a very large crowd purely based on appearance.”

“Met him?”

“King Talarys caused the entire problem. We had a scuffle, and he left. Maliah may be interested,” she said.

“Damn right he will be. He’s obsessed. Any information you have will help Maliah determine how he should approach Talarys.”

“I see. Then I’ll brief both of you once I return to the capital,” Mave said.

After this conversation, she busied herself with organizing supplies for the Labyrinth. Now that they had an enemy who had attacked them inside it, the need for a permanent detachment of soldiers was vital.

The trip to New Ahm took most of the day, despite the carriage’s unending movement. When Mave stepped outside, night had fallen. The street outside Maliah’s tower, which was known as the Tower of the Black Sun, was nearly empty. Light emanated from the tower itself. A handful of constructs patrolled the exterior of the building, ignoring Mave as she approached the entrance.

Nobody greeted her as she entered. She used a pair of elevators to reach Maliah’s inner sanctum. Graem met her outside it. His one visible eye glowed a dim blue, and an eyepatch covered his other eye. His full white beard and mustache twitched as he saw her approach in full armor.

“Ah, you’re here. I’ll contact Maliah,” he said.

After several moments, during which Graem was likely conversing using sendings, he gestured for them to enter.

Maliah greeted them alone. No other mages had come to this impromptu meeting. The man towered over Mave, with bright red glowing eyes, trimmed white hair and beard, and dark skin.

“I understand you’ve had an interesting encounter,” Maliah said, his eyes boring into Mave. “This was intended to be a simple catchup, but it seems more serious matters must distract us.”

Mave grimaced, but nodded. They couldn’t see her expression. “The Kingdom of Kavolara has found a way into our section of the Labyrinth. They launched a raid, dismantled Magister Yoam’s necromantic cairn, and then left. King Talarys himself was present.”

“What are our losses?” Graem asked, his eye narrowing as it blazed with blue fire.

“None.”

Maliah and Graem stared at her, and she shrugged. “I am wary of speculating, but King Talarys clearly held back during the encounter. He had plenty of opportunity to do greater harm and chose not to.”

“Or perhaps you are overestimating his ability, and underestimating that of our mages,” Maliah said.

“He was accompanied by two demon princes. While I might be willing to test my blade on one, those two alone could have crushed our entire force,” Mave replied.

Graem cursed. “So he is an infernalist?”

“If he has a mage under him capable of controlling demon princes, then why would that mage need a king?” Maliah drawled. “Yes, this does change matters immensely. We should speak with our associate. He might have greater insight into what you witnessed.”

Mave doubted that, but had little choice.

The three of them delved into Maliah’s sanctum, before reaching a heavily reinforced and warded room. Dormant constructs in the form of suits of armor lined the walls, ready to tear apart any intruder.

Maliah unlocked the thick steel door with magic, then entered. Mave and Graem followed.

Inside crouched a gargantuan figure, roughly the same size as the smaller of the demon princes that Mave had seen earlier. A glowing red circle surrounded him, and its power was the only thing that protected them from him.

It was also the same thing that allowed this demon lord to remain in Harrium. This was the Demon Lord Grishaw, and Maliah was attempting to permanently summon him to this world.

“Ah, guests this time. I thought I asked for more knowledge devils,” Grishaw said, his voice silky smooth despite his bestial appearance.

“In time,” Maliah said.

“You’ve said that about the pact for weeks now,” the demon lord replied, a bored look on his face. “When will this Varian finish his work?”

“Varian?” Graem hissed, his eye glowing as he glared at Maliah.

In response, the archwarlock waved off Graem. “I said that this was the work of more than just me, did I not? Varian has been instrumental to Grishaw’s summoning, and is in the process of finalizing it.”

“I had wondered how you learned infernalism so fast,” Graem growled. “No wonder. Trusting him with this is a mistake. Varian might be an old friend of Elias, but he can’t replace him.”

“I remain the archwarlock. It is not about trust, but about borrowing the power of those who have it. Remember that,” Maliah said. “Now, let’s talk about a different infernalist.”

Mave had remained silent during the brief argument. She didn’t recognize the name, but Graem had a long history with the Malus League. Elias had been the former Grand Magister until he died invading Gorgria years ago. If this Varian had a connection with Graem and Elias, it likely meant he was connected in some way to the attack on Torfunburg.

“Mave witnessed two demon princes in the Labyrinth,” Maliah said, gesturing to Grishaw. “You might be able to help us identify them.”

“Two?” Grishaw laughed, and the noise echoed off the walls. “Noble demons, no doubt. It is common for you humans to mistake them.”

Mave interrupted, “There were noble demons present as well. These princes were taller than you and exuded immense magical strength. One was a bestial warrior that I’ve seen drawings of in demonology texts. The other was the size of a large house. Both carried weapons bearing runes I vaguely recognize. The larger one’s halberd appeared to be of dwarven make.”

Grishaw’s look of boredom faded away as he listened intently, his black eyes narrowing and claws clacking together. He asked followup questions on the princes’ appearance, then leaned back.

“A Bausfrahr and a Kashlovian. And those weapons…” Grishaw’s gaze became distant. “Remind me again who the summoner is? All you have spoken about with me is Gorgria and how badly you wish to despoil this Queen Faeris.”

“He is known as King Talarys. Nothing else is known about him. He simply appeared one day and used his infernals to conquer central Kavolara,” Graem said.

“And he uses hellfire,” Mave added. “I’ve witnessed it enough to recognize it, especially when accompanied by devils who also use it.”

Grishaw stared past them, his expression vacant. “There was once a city in northern Gauron called Talarys. Ordinarily, I would laugh at the idea of somebody taking its name.”

“I take it that the city means something?” Maliah asked.

“Its name carries great meaning. An infernalist well versed in history would know it.” Grishaw clacked his claws together. “Was he accompanied by succubi?”

“Yes. They wore pink leotards and appeared to play a support role,” Mave said.

Grishaw relaxed. “Ah, Lilim. I would not consider them true succubi. If you met the real deal, I doubt you would be of the right mind. Or in one piece. The dream demons are more dangerous than most give them credit for. Even I am wary of crossing them, given their immense power.”

Mave knew that Grishaw knew more, but whatever it was, he kept it to himself. Talarys had set the demon lord off in some way.

“You should hurry the pact, Maliah,” Grishaw said, his eyes refocusing. “With it, you can bring forth a great army to oppose this new threat. Because I suspect you will come out for the worse against him. Or at least find some means to summon me temporarily in case of danger.”

“I control an entire nation of mages. One man cannot stop me,” Maliah snapped.

“I would wager that he’s more competent than Varian. Even should you gain the upper hand, what is to stop him from creating his own pact?” Grishaw laughed again. “This is the true danger of talented infernalists. If he can summon two demon princes, then he can likely pact a royal devil. I may serve the Devil Queen Ariel as one of her spymasters, but I would never compare myself to one of her handmaidens. Again, make some plans, Maliah—stop relying on unfulfilled promises of a pact.”

“Fortunately, that may not be necessary,” Mave said, seeking to derail this conversation. “Like I said, Talarys held back. He also stole some of our magitech. I don’t think he is as hostile to us as feared.”

Maliah’s eyebrows shot up, and he ignored Grishaw’s taunting. “That is good news. But only if we can reach the man.” A pause. “Let us step outside.”

They returned to Maliah’s inner sanctum, leaving Grishaw to his thoughts.

“Truthfully, I have been hoping for this,” Maliah said. “While I have activated my agents in the northern city-state of Avolar, the Kinadain who rule it are wary of working with us openly. Talarys has scared them enough to accept our support, but only from the shadows. But if we could gain Talarys’s open support, we can do whatever we wish and ignore some pathetic Kinadain. The entire island would be aligned under our banner. Tarmouth could be conquered in moments.”

“We know nothing about him. He might have held back for a different reason,” Graem warned. “Trusting him is a mistake.”

“Perhaps. But the benefits are immense if he is amenable to working with us.” Maliah pointed a finger at Mave. “I want you to investigate him further and try to make contact. At the same time, I will let my agents in Avolar know to assist you. This is our highest priority. With King Talarys’s assistance, we could bring the entire archipelago to heel. Gauron would have no choice but to recognize our power then.”

With those orders, Maliah vanished back into his workshop.

Graem and Mave left without a word to each other, taking a carriage back to their tower. Once safely ensconced in Graem’s receiving room, which was heavily warded against eavesdropping, they spoke.

“This is madness,” Graem said. “But perhaps we can salvage it given the animosity most here feel toward the Kingdom of Kavolara.”

“Madness?” Mave asked.

“If Maliah gets his way, then our dreams are finished. I wanted a nation where mages could research whatever they wanted and live a life free of politics. This isn’t that and is becoming less like it every day now.” Graem rubbed his forehead. “I can already see the black ships of Malataine massing off the coast, loaded with paladins and inquisitors, and the armies of mages bringing down mountains on our heads. Gauron ignores us because they can. But a Malus League the size of the entire archipelago would be too large to ignore.”

Mave shivered. Graem was convinced that the only response they would receive from Gauron would be hostile.

Was that how hopeless things were? Mave disliked many aspects of the League, but it was a bastion of knowledge in the archipelago. There was magic to learn here that was ignored elsewhere. Countless mages encouraged and helped her improve her abilities.

“Let us hope that this King Talarys isn’t truly amenable to Maliah’s wishes,” Graem said. “Even if he is, I feel we’re better placed to test him first. We don’t need a second Maliah.”

Mave suspected Graem was being overly cautious. After all, Talarys had somehow known she was behind the earlier letter. His friendly attitude made her wonder if there was perhaps a future outside the League, but without returning to Gorgria.

For now, she had intelligence operations to run. If the time came, she would reach out to the infernalist king.


Chapter 16


Once everybody had returned to the castle, Rys left Grigor in charge of the infernals. The Lilim could take care of any injured demons and devils.

In turn, Alsia ushered her bodyguards away. Soon, Rys found himself in the company of only her and Fara. The two of them followed him as he entered the castle control room. He carried both of the recovered power slates in his hands, and his strength Gift granted him the necessary strength to carry the massive objects.

“Of course this is your first stop,” Fara muttered.

“I have heard a little of this process. Is this stone slate really the source of power of Castle Aion?” Alsia asked, eyes wide as she looked around the room.

“I’m told that they’re conduits, rather than generators,” he explained. His eyes ran over the various holes in the floor and walls.

Each of these holes was a slot for a power slate. They were separated into four groupings, each of which powered a different module of the castle.

In the center was a cylindrical dais, and four hollows surrounded it—one was already occupied. The other three modules surrounded this one.

The central module powered the entire castle and was the source of Rys’s connection and power over it. Another module granted him larger construction capability, allowing him to maintain a larger, more complicated castle.

Both of these modules were intrinsically tied together. The central module controlled the total construction radius of the castle, and the construction module allowed him to build more complex creations within that radius. Right now, Rys had spare capacity in his construction capacity, but little room to expand his estate.

The other two modules were more complicated. The Labyrinth module connected to its namesake, but Rys didn’t fully understand how it operated. One day, he would activate it and see what resulted. But today was not that day.

Finally, there was his summoning module. This processed the castle’s power for Rys’s direct use. Initially, he had only used it for summoning infernals, as the power was orders of magnitude higher in density than Rys was used to. A single mistake while channeling it would vaporize him instantly.

But he had gotten over his fear and now used this power to maintain his existence outside the castle itself. Before, he had been unable to leave, but now he had a time limit directly connected to how much reserve power the castle had.

“Conduits…” Alsia said. “You mean, like the one you destroyed below?”

Fara gave her a look, but it was ignored.

“Presumably. According to Orthrus, they share a similar design,” he answered.

Both women grimaced.

“So the power source of this castle and the Labyrinth are the same?” Alsia asked.

“Presumably. Orthrus was cagey on that topic. But the Labyrinth isn’t as reliant on conduits, for whatever reason, and it can break rules that the castle can’t. Anything I create here can’t leave the archipelago, but the Labyrinth’s creations are permanent.” He sighed. “This is a mystery that I will need to unravel, eventually. But it’s also a dangerous one. The castle and Labyrinth both possess power on the level of an archangel.”

“You don’t plan on obliterating any continents, do you?” Fara asked drily.

“Maybe northern Gauron, given its current state,” he mused.

“I don’t think anybody would complain about that. But if an archangel could have destroyed the shadowbeasts invading Gauron like that, why didn’t they? There were three of them active at the time.”

Rys remained silent.

His encounter with Sirion had reminded him that the archangels were out there, and that something was currently very wrong. Sirion had regretted the path that the future took.

And more importantly, she had asked him to take care of Azrael. How the Hell was he supposed to do that? He was certain that if he attracted the attention of the Archangel of Vengeance, he’d be dead within a few minutes.

Seconds, really, but Azrael seemed the sort to have a cup of tea before teleporting across the world to murder someone. Not to mention any possible monologues.

“You’re thinking about that angel, aren’t you?” Fara said, her eyes narrowing. “She was important to you.”

Rys laughed. Both Fara and Alsia pouted at him, and he waved an apology at them.

“I told you before. She was somebody that I worked with, and we had our disagreements,” he said. “But at the same time, the encounter was a slap in the face. It’s easy to dismiss the thousand-plus years that I’ve missed while sealed away. Many of the infernals I was closest to are still around, and I’m never going to meet those who died. It’s easy to think that they’re just hanging out in Hell, and I won’t ever see them again.”

He shrugged, gaze distant. “But Sirion is dead—or gone, or whatever happened to the angels—and that was a farewell that I haven’t had the chance to give anyone else. I’ve said goodbye to a lot of people in my life, and she reminded me that there are many I don’t even think of. Not to mention how weary she was.”

The moment that Sirion had almost physically aged upon connecting to the Angelic Library ate away at Rys’s thoughts.

For the length of his life, Rys had always pushed against the rules of the world. Humans couldn’t be powerful in the Empire, but he had attained power. Angels couldn’t be trusted, but he had forged a connection with Sirion. Infernals were capricious and ruthless, but he considered infernals like Grigor and Duar to be some of his closest friends.

Was the reason that he didn’t grow tired of the world because it had always been terrible to him? Or did he see something in it that others didn’t?

“I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you so thoughtful before,” Alsia said, eyes wide.

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t call me stupid.” He chuckled at the mortified expression that crossed her face.

“This is different,” she spluttered. “You plan ahead and conspire, but this is…”

“Navel-gazing?” Fara suggested. “She’s right. You rarely look inward. Instead, you push your thoughts and concrete ideals onto others. I feel like I should be offering you advice, but I don’t think I’m the right person to talk to.”

“No, you’re not,” he said gently. “I’ll need to talk about Duar with Grigor at some point. But the person I once used as a confidant is currently indisposed.”

“Is that this Asa I hear about? Grigor has brought her up. She sounds like she has been with you forever,” Fara said, and Alsia nodded in agreement.

He grunted in reply. “Asa was Lacrissa’s right-hand succubus, although she was merely a senior member of her inner circle when I was first… acquired.” He smirked. “Lacrissa sent Asa to spy on me once I became a general, but the results weren’t as she expected. Not that she ever found out. If Asa is good at anything, it’s avoiding trouble.”

“And you trust her? Of all people?” Fara asked incredulously.

“Succubi are easier to handle than they appear. Or some are. If you can give them what they want, they eat out of the palm of your hand.”

“I bet they prefer to eat out of something else.” The fox’s eyes wandered down to his crotch, and Alsia blushed.

“In any case, I might be able to summon Asa now, but I’m not sure.” He clicked his tongue. “She’s more powerful than either Grigor or Fred. If Mina hadn’t fallen into my lap, I probably would see her as a good investment. Somebody who wants to avoid work or getting in trouble tends to be fairly good at doing a job right the first time.”

“But summoning her will prevent you from summoning others,” Fara said.

“And she might push against Mina,” Alsia added. “I cannot imagine that two spymasters could work well together.”

“Mina needs more experience before I bring Asa into the picture,” he agreed. “My intention right now is to summon devils who can assist Mina, given she’s struggling due to a lack of experienced agents. Weaker succubi and other infernals skilled in intelligence activities.”

“You want Mina to boss around succubi? She’s a minx already. I can’t imagine that ends well.” Fara’s eyes were as wide as plates.

“I’ll need to keep the succubi in check, so that they don’t mess with anybody working for me. But Mina needs to learn how to handle difficult subordinates. Her agents will be talented, but not the sort I personally trust as a spymaster. The fact she’ll be less experienced than them won’t matter, because I need her to learn how to command others, not become a spy,” Rys explained.

Both women nodded in response. He suspected that Alsia understood better than Fara, given she was a ruler. Fara likely didn’t want to disagree with something that benefited her niece.

Rys felt that he had come to a decision regarding the slates. He slotted one into the summoning module and felt a huge well of power open up in his connection to the castle. Then he shoved the other into a hollow near the dais. He felt the castle’s power expand as it washed over him.

That would allow him to summon more infernals and expand the borders of his palace.

A defensive wall might be nice. He started construction of a simple one while he was down here. Anything was better than nothing.

With the slates dealt with, and his thoughts churning from the implications of what he saw in the Labyrinth, Rys left the control room. For now, he turned his attention away from the mysteries that lay beneath the archipelago and the millennia of history he had missed.

He had a kingdom to expand.


Chapter 17


The next two weeks passed quickly. They were well into summer now, and plenty of plans were coming to fruition for his kingdom.

His infernals began to patrol the Labyrinth, in case the Malus League intruded. A semi-permanent guard post was set up in the chamber that had contained the undead dragon, and demons rotated through it.

Rys’s attention turned to summoning more infernals, now that he had the power. As he had told Fara and Alsia, his priority was on intelligence. Mina had been whining almost daily about her lack of agents.

He forgave her for her whining because she tended to do it while acting cute and reporting on what she had uncovered about Avolar. The amount of work she was doing herself bothered him, given she was supposed to be a spymaster. He supposed that was his own fault.

“So, what sort of devils are you summoning?” Mina asked from her perch. She sat on top of a pillar in the Labyrinth antechamber, where Rys had summoned Fred.

“Two types today, and both are powerful in their own way. I suspect you already know about succubi,” he said.

Mina gulped and her face reddened. “Uh, I do. Fara warned me you were going to give me some dangerous subordinates. They’re not going to do things, are they?”

“I certainly hope they do, or why would I summon them?” he asked drily. “But they’ll know better than to disobey me. I’m optimistic that I won’t need to personally demonstrate why, but there’s a reason I have my nickname.”

“Lots of reasons, apparently,” she muttered. “Should I leave the room, then?”

He gave her a look. One that made it clear that he knew damn well that Mina spied on his nightly activities with Fara and Maria. Her face turned red as a cherry, but she merely grinned in reply.

“Oh, well then. I’ll be a little less quiet in the future,” she chirped.

“You’re not very quiet right now.”

Her tails and ears shot upright, before flattening in embarrassment.

Now that his spymaster had been put in place, Rys turned his attention to his first summoning circle. While not as complex as the one he summoned Fred with, it had numerous additional protections.

Mental ones, namely. Devils with mental manipulator powers loved to mess with their summoners. Rys had read many stories about how kingdoms and mage towers had gone awry due to an arrogant summoner calling on a devil without proper preparation.

Rys activated the circle. Three figures appeared in the midst of it after a flash of red light and shadow.

Each of them looked identical, from the slant of their eyes, to the very threads hanging off their clothes. They appeared as middle-aged men in worn suits, with silvering hair. None of them carried weapons or held even a trace of magic.

Their eyes suggested they were more than they seemed, however. The lead devil met Rys’s gaze. All that could be seen in those dark, beady eyes was an endless void. Rys stared into an abyss for several seconds.

“Hmm. It has been many, many centuries since a human has called upon our services,” the devil said. His very tone exuded charm and seemed to settle into Rys’s mind. Every syllable pushed at him to do what the devil said.

“And it’s been even longer since I’ve met a devil who can breach my mental summoning wards,” Rys replied as his mind batted away the suggestion spell. “It seems I’ll need to update them.”

The devils stiffened, but relaxed once they realized Rys wasn’t planning to do anything.

With a glance, Rys confirmed that Mina was shaking off their suggestion. She slapped her cheeks and glared at the devils, who grinned in response.

“Creepy,” she muttered. “Is this one devil or three?”

“Is there any way to tell the difference?” the lead devil said. “We are one, and we are three.”

“No, you’re not. I know because I summoned you,” Rys said.

“Ah, but—”

“Don’t waste your breath, Lethilium. I know that you Haunts love to sow chaos.” Rys raised an eyebrow at the surprised looks of the trio. “Also, I’m very familiar with the Darus Twins. Your essences feel nothing like theirs. They are one devil in two bodies, while you are three separate devils.”

Silence fell. The lead Haunt, Lethilium, spent several seconds sizing up Rys.

“May I know my summoner’s name?” Lethilium asked.

“Only if you agree to serve me.”

“Ah, so you are important. That bodes well, then. If we have important information about you, then that means our lives hold meaning. I look forward to serving you.”

The three Haunts bowed in sync, still intent on holding up their little masquerade.

But those words were enough for Rys to finalize the summoning. He snapped the circle shut over the essences of the devils, and they became his servants.

“I am Talarys,” he said.

The Haunts froze. A moment later, the rear two looked at each other as if they had perhaps made a mistake.

Lethilium merely grinned, and the abyss within his eyes somehow deepened. “This is truly a fortunate day. There are few men spoken of as well as you, General Talarys, and only one other interests me more.”

“The Pharoah, I assume,” Rys replied.

Lethilium bowed his head in acknowledgement. “I understand that you knew him?”

“I bumped into him once or twice before the Cataclysm.” Rys kept his reply limited in scope, as he began to suspect that the Haunt he had summoned was a little more than he had bargained for.

“Uh, Rys, who and what are these guys?” Mina asked, her tails raising defensively. “Because their voices keep pushing at me.”

“It’s good practice to learn how to push away light mental suggestion,” Rys told her. “I can’t even feel a thing. To answer your question, they are Haunts. A type of noble devil who excels in subtle manipulation and spying. They can hide their magical nature, and their manipulation Gifts are difficult to detect. The best of them can even take on other forms.”

“An apt summary. I am Lethilium. You may call me Leth, if that is to your preference.” The Haunt bowed again, but this time to Mina. “I haven’t spent much time in the company of mystic foxes. You do not look to be one of the warriors in service to the temples and shrines of Gauron. And your appearance… It is most exciting to be in the presence of a Pharosian fox.”

Mina schooled her expression, no doubt realizing that this was a test. “I am Mina. I serve King Talarys as his spymaster, and you will be assisting me with my work. Do you know what that is?”

Leth laughed. “The same as it always is. Sow chaos, cause insurrection, and prepare our prey for conquest. It doesn’t matter where or when we are summoned, for our labor never changes. Chaos is eternal, after all.”

“Uhhh,” Mina tried to say, turning to Rys in confusion.

“You’ll get used to them,” he told her, and she nodded with both her head and tails. The Haunts watched the movement of her fluffy appendages with great interest, and he doubted it was due to their aesthetics.

Turning back to Leth, Rys said, “You seem to be far more experienced than I expected, so I’ll make my expectations clear. Mina is my spymaster, but you will be expected to assist her as agents. I don’t expect you to hold her hand, but insubordination won’t be tolerated. If you use mental manipulation on anyone that serves me—without permission—then I won’t give you the chance to return to Hell.”

The trio nodded in reply.

“From anyone else, that would be an empty threat. But I don’t care to discover your methods of slaying infernals,” Leth said. “We shall work with you, dear Mina. Prove yourself, and perhaps we will work for you.”

Mina grimaced, but decided to accept what she had been offered. Working against Leth was beyond her at this stage.

“I thought the succubi would be trouble, but this…” Mina sighed.

“Ah, so we shall have guests?” Leth said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll leave you to it. Our presence might adversely affect the next summoning.”

Rys gave Mina a look as the Haunts began to leave. She nodded and leaped down in front of the trio. They stopped.

“Talk to either Prince Grigor or Prince Frederick about lodgings and your surroundings. I will brief you later,” Mina said, her tails fanning out behind her.

“Of course,” Leth said with a bow.

Then the Haunts left.

“Are they mocking me with all that bowing?” Mina asked. She rubbed her ears nervously. “I get the feeling that Leth could do my job ten times over.”

“Maybe, but he’d be a handful for me,” Rys said. “They weren’t mocking you. Haunts are professionals, and they almost always work for others. Unlike most infernals, they give you respect at the start, and take it away as you mess up.”

“And these succubi are going to have no respect for me?” Mina asked with a frown.

“They’ll have no respect for anyone. Succubi view others as food or pets. The Haunts will test your ability, training, and intelligence. The succubi will test your patience and butt heads. Expect them to immediately try to gain control and appear superior.” Rys chuckled.

The next summoning occurred, and this time three buxom succubi appeared inside it.

Fortunately, none of them had been doing typical succubi things, and they were all wearing at least some clothing. Although Rys suspected that they would be arrested for indecency in most cities.

Panties weren’t supposed to be the only thing covering a woman’s bottom half. They also usually left something to the imagination, rather than being so thin and sheer that they were practically useless.

The lead succubus hovered in the center of the circle, smoking a long pipe. She had long, braided hair that was a deep purple, and her red eyes were matched by red gems in her many pieces of jewelry.

“State your purpose, mortal. I hope you don’t imagine that you can waste the time of three succubi for a little roll in the sheets,” the succubus snapped.

Despite her attitude, the other succubi swiftly realized something was off. Perhaps they sensed the mental wards surrounding them. But they didn’t warn their “leader.” Instead, they smirked at her.

“You will serve me, and in exchange you will be allowed to remain on Harrium for as long as you remain useful to me,” Rys said.

Mina shivered when she heard him speak, and her tails and ears flattened against the floor. He felt the heat in her gaze as she stared at him from behind.

The succubi licked their lips, and one of them looked at him as lustfully as Mina was.

“So you are an arrogant fool. I am Hyrie, a senior succubus. I serve no one, not even the Succubus Queen herself. Who are you to—”

“I am Talarys,” he said flatly.

Hyrie froze, and her pipe clattered on the ground. The other two succubi looked confused.

“That’s quite the name to claim,” Hyrie said, trying to regain her composure. Her eyes narrowed at him. “You hold Gifts, judging from the state of your soul. I… have only read about mortals doing so.”

“Well, I haven’t stepped out of a book, if that’s what you’re asking,” Rys said. “I’m not claiming the name. I am Talarys, once in service to Malusian. Your choice is simple: serve me, or don’t.”

“You’ll allow us to return to Hell if we refuse?” Hyrie’s tone suggested she knew what his threat was.

She shuddered when he merely smiled at her.

“Then, indeed, Incubus King, we shall serve you,” she said, refusing to meet his gaze now. “To serve a mortal who bears the gift of the Succubus Queen herself is an honor.”

That wasn’t what she had been implying earlier, but that’s how life went with succubi.

“Mina will be in command of you.” He pointed at the young fox. “Remember that you only remain so long as you are useful to me. Do not cross me. Do not think that you can disobey me and get away with it. Am I understood?”

The succubi shuddered, and he could smell their arousal. Taking them would be trivial, if he cared to.

But a smart man doesn’t give a succubus their prize unless they have something to gain. Right now, he needed to hold back until Hyrie and her fellow succubi knew their place and worked with Mina with minimal complaint.

Rys left, leaving Mina to handle the new arrivals. As he ascended the steps, Leth came down and winked at him.

No doubt the Haunt wanted to intrude on the succubi now. Rys kept a surreptitious eye on Mina for the rest of the day, but nothing seemed to go wrong. For now, he had loyal agents to assist her.

When he finally returned to his office, he found Alsia waiting on the couches.

“Rys, may we talk?” she asked, her expression unreadable. “I feel that we need to discuss what happened in the Labyrinth.”


Chapter 18


“Iexpected Fara, actually,” Rys said as he crossed the room to his liquor cabinet. “You’ll need to be more specific than ‘what happened in the Labyrinth.’ Because a lot happened. I’m ignoring some of it for now.”

He kneeled down and rifled through the bottles, uncertain what he wanted to drink. When he presented a bottle of wine to Alsia, she screwed up her nose at him.

“You really should get used to alcohol,” he commented.

“If it is an acquired taste, then I don’t understand what makes it necessary to acquire it,” she said primly.

“Kids say the same about vegetables.”

She pouted at him. “Are you saying I’m a child for not drinking?”

“Tastes change. A few years from now you’ll wonder why you hated wine and question the taste of anyone who dislikes it.” Despite his words, Rys put the bottle back and instead retrieved an opened bottle of herbal whiskey.

“You’ve taken a liking to the local spirits,” Alsia noted. “The amount you purchase from us has been noticed by the dains.”

“Because nobody else usually likes stuff this strong?” he asked as he poured a tall finger of amber liquid into a tumbler.

“No. Because the warriors know that nobody other than you and Grigor drink it. I have been asked about the state of your livers. Your liver, to be precise. I don’t think anyone questions Grigor’s health.”

Nobody ever did.

“If there are any Kinadain who hope that I’ll drop dead from alcohol poisoning, and that you or somebody else will take my place, then they’ll be very disappointed,” Rys said.

He swirled his drink thoughtfully for a few moments. “I should probably start checking these bottles for poison, on that note.”

“You don’t already?” Alsia’s voice turned shrill.

“People tried to poison me so often in the Infernal Empire that I stopped caring. I saw a lot of shocked faces as I drank glasses that were more poison than edible substance.” He laughed. “Demons often play drinking games with poison and other crap, too. I remember a rather nasty one where they increased the amount of tar in their cups each round, until there was only one demon who hadn’t puked his guts out.”

Alsia’s face paled and she looked down. “Is that a thing that Grigor does?”

“Did, and only when he was younger. These days he doesn’t need to prove himself. If somebody tried to undermine him using a challenge like that, Grigor would probably just slug him in the face.” Rys shrugged. “Even demons have politics, it just manifests in a different way.”

“I see. Perhaps that explains a little of what I saw in that… place.” She licked her lips. “I will admit that I don’t fully understand what I saw. I suspect that I don’t need to. Even that angel seemed to be beyond my understanding.”

Rys didn’t want to talk about Ruathym. Instead, he took a seat on the sofa next to Alsia and faced her. Her tail twisted behind her as she turned to face him.

“You’re not here to talk about that, are you?” he asked. “Both you and Fara have things on your mind, but they seem more personal. So, out with them.”

Alsia nodded, took a deep breath, then asked, “How can I be useful to you?”

“By continuing to do what you’re currently doing, but you want another answer.” Rys raised an eyebrow, and she nodded.

“I… cannot help but feel that I provided little assistance to you in the Labyrinth. That spirit—Orthrus—guided you. Your infernal warriors are far superior to anyone that comes from my dains. And although I felt that I was a highly capable spellblade, I pale in comparison to you, Grigor, and even Fara.” Alsia refused to look at Rys as she spoke.

“I wouldn’t downplay Fara’s experience,” he said drily. “She’s an old lady by most standards and has slain more monsters than I suspect every hunter in your dain has ever encountered.”

“But she seemed like…” Alsia trailed off.

Rys waited patiently for her to finish her sentence.

“She seemed like an equal.” Alsia winced at her own words. “Both Maria and Vallis have so much more experience governing than I do, and I find myself reliant on them. I lean on you for influence and power. But Fara was a warrior, and I had spent much of my time training to become one. I hadn’t thought she would outstrip my brother so badly.”

“Much of that is due to experience. Fara is very good at pushing herself past her limits, while still knowing how to retreat. You have the raw power and talent to match her and best Barul, but will you make the right decision in almost all situations?” Rys sighed at Alsia’s expression. “Why do you think I trust Grigor in a battle?”

“Because he’s strong,” she said.

“If I gave you his strength, do you think I would trust you in battle just as much?”

Alsia hesitated. “If I knew how to use it, couldn’t I quickly learn how to match him?”

“Maybe in a story. Reality is far harsher. Even if you have talent, it takes time to develop that into a consistent skill,” he said.

Rys clenched his fist in front of his face, his gaze turning distant. “My rune-crafting initially came from raw talent, but if I had relied entirely on that and coasted, then I never would have achieved half the things I have. Grigor is the same. As a Kashlovian, he has a raw advantage in strength over other demons. But there’s a reason he’s still alive and almost every other Kashlovian his age is very dead.”

Gulping, Alsia’s hands shifted in her lap. “Do you think that I am wasting my talent, then?”

He gave her a sidelong look and tried not to laugh. Had he worried like this when he was her age?

Probably. He genuinely couldn’t remember. What he did remember was his raw ambition and desire to constantly push forward and not let his failings bog him down. Because he had a lot of failings in his youth.

“You’re young, Alsia. From what Vallis tells me, talented mages can stop their aging process easily. So you have centuries ahead of you, even without my help. The only way you can waste your talent is if you convince yourself that you can’t use it.” He ran a hand through her hair, and she gasped. “If I didn’t think you were capable, you wouldn’t be here.”

“Is that why you aren’t marrying me off?” she asked quietly, a blush rising to her cheeks. “I don’t believe I am governing well, and I am not that useful in battle. But you haven’t even considered any of the marriage invitations from the Tolaran Federation.”

“Oh, do you want to be rid of me so easily? Is that what this is really about?” Rys hid a smile as he teased her.

Alsia’s face turned ashen instantly. Her eyes widened, and she stared at him.

“No!” she squeaked. “I meant that…” She coughed and tried to compose herself. “Isn’t there a lot to gain politically by marrying me to a powerful noble? I gave you the power to choose, and given I feel I haven’t been as useful to you lately…”

Her self-doubt was cute, but began to grate on his nerves. Rys felt it was time to give her some direct encouragement.

He leaned over her and cupped her chin in one hand. She tried to gasp, but he held her mouth shut. All that escaped her was a muffled moan.

His free hand snaked behind her and grasped her tail. He rubbed his fingers along the soft side of her tail, and her face turned cherry red. Her legs rubbed together in response.

“I have no intention of giving you away to anybody else,” Rys rumbled. “If you had that in mind before you came here, you made a mistake by giving me that right over you.”

Alsia stared up at him with wide eyes. Excitement glittered in them.

“Then, what about children?” she murmured.

Rys blinked. He took a moment to mentally adjust his thinking to this topic.

“We talked about this before, after the battle against the Malus League,” he said. “You brought up the risk of otherkin—”

“That doesn’t bother me,” she said flatly. “The Kinadain must change, and accepting otherkin would be part of it.”

Ah, so any child he had with her would be one of those “tainted” otherkin. She had only hinted at the idea, but this confirmed it.

“I did want to focus on uniting Kavolara,” he added. “You mentioned that Avolar dislikes me, and that they’re supported by certain people within the Federation. Is it really wise to push them so early?”

“Are you opposed?” she asked, her eyes boring into his. “I thought about this while talking with the elders about my succession plans. There are many reasons for both of us to have children, even if you have no plans to perish or leave. And I have wanted a daughter for… longer than I care to admit. Many of my friends have already had children, sometimes two. I’ve only been able to look on and play from a distance.”

Rys wanted to say that Alsia was young, but he supposed that in her environment, it wasn’t strange to have children so early. Alsia was now a noble, and just like Maria, she needed a bloodline successor.

Or at least, that was how Rys justified it. There were too many complexities to think about when it came to his own children. He found it easier to consider the situation from her perspective.

“I’m not, but I like to have a good reason. If all you want is a warm bed…” he trailed off, his hand running over her soft cheek.

Alsia gasped, and her tail whipped back and forth behind her.

If he wanted to, he could take her right now. The desire and lust in her eyes drew him in.

“But you want more than that,” he finished.

“I do,” she said with a gulp. “I envy the sounds, smells, and stories that you leave with Fara and Maria. But I don’t merely want you to make me scream in pleasure, Rys. I chose to serve you and remove the elders because I felt it was the right thing for my people. The same applies here. I won’t accept a half-measure. Please, Rys.”

Alsia’s hands drifted onto his legs, then over his crotch. She froze at the contact, and he swore that her dark horns began to redden.

“I’ll need a few days,” Rys said. “Or maybe weeks.”

“Oh,” she mumbled.

“That’s a yes,” he said.

“Oh!” she brightened up and withdrew her hands. “But…”

“I think I’ve mentioned it before, but I’m not exactly human anymore. I’ll need to use magic to… help things along.” He chuckled. “That should give you the time to come up with something a little more seductive than ‘give me a child because I want one.’ I mean, I appreciate how forward you are, but I think even Mina did a better job of trying to bed me.”

Alsia pouted at him. “But you said yes?”

“Do you think I would have said no if Mina asked the same thing?”

A glimmer of mischief lit up in her eyes. “I’m not sure we’d be having this conversation if you ever said yes to her. Fara might not appreciate you moving on her niece before you’ve given her a turn.”

Rys opened his mouth to say something witty, but then something occurred to him.

Was he perhaps opening the floodgates with this decision? He had no idea whether Fara or Maria had an interest in children.

Honestly, Maria didn’t concern him. Her interest in her family line was minimal, and he suspected she’d be more interested in how different sex might be while pregnant than actually being a mother.

But Fara…

“Well, I guess planning for war is the least I’ll need to do in the coming days,” he said. “While you practice your seduction and how to break the news to your dain”—Alsia’s face paled—“I will talk to Fara.”

And while he was at it, Rys needed to broach more than one topic with Fara. She still hadn’t told him what had been on her mind when they had been in Ruathym.


Chapter 19


Rys left his office to look for Fara. If he needed to find her quickly, he could simply contact her with a sending or ask the imps. But part of the fun was hunting her down and guessing where she was whiling away her time.

Unlike most of the palace residents, Fara didn’t have daily duties. She didn’t have an office or a regular haunt that Rys could reliably find her in. Instead, she bounced from place to place depending on her whims. Finding her quickly required Rys to have his finger on her pulse.

Recently, Fara had spent much of her time training with the demons and Kinadain. She desired strength, and her increased focus on her combat skills reflected her focus on her desires. When she hadn’t been with them, he had found her with Grigor or Fred. Battle was on her mind, and they were Rys’s generals.

But Rys had felt a shift in her attitude since returning from the Labyrinth. He hadn’t yet understood what it was, but she spent less time training. Part of him felt that she had been avoiding him.

Honestly, he suspected that was in his head. The reality was that Fara had started visiting places that he didn’t usually think of. He had been surprised to find her sitting between the shelves of his atelier, brow furrowed as she tried to read thousand-year-old tomes about magical theory.

She had refused to elaborate on what she had been looking for, even though he could probably explain the book easily. The specific topic she had been reading about had been about gathering energy in large volumes, which was too general a topic for him to draw conclusions.

Or it would be, if he were an idiot. Rys had a pretty good idea of what Fara wanted to talk to him about, and he worried it would be something foolish. She had learned of some of the Infernal Empire’s experiments on entire races in the Labyrinth.

Both helldragons and vampires had been created by infernals as weapons. Perhaps Fara thought Rys could do the same to foxes.

Fara had never seemed the sort to consider such a drastic measure, however. She still sometimes called him evil. Something was lurking in her mind that he didn’t know about.

When it came to finding her, that meant Rys needed to think of places Fara might go to gain knowledge without it getting back to him. That was likely why she had been avoiding Grigor and Fred, as both would tell him immediately if Fara asked about suspicious topics. The Lilim were out, because Fara disliked them.

Just in case, he checked his atelier and asked the imps what Mina was up to. The former was empty. Mina had retreated to her little hidey-hole in the service ducts and was probably being slipped a feast by the imps given how much they doted on her.

As Rys considered where to search next, a pair of familiar faces fell into step behind him.

“Margrim, Terry,” Rys said with a nod.

“Boss,” they both greeted.

These two infernals represented the infernals that Rys had summoned, and were some of the few willing to approach Rys directly. The noble demons would sometimes ask him things, but they had been acting strangely since the recent Labyrinth visit.

Margrim was an old devil and took almost everything in stride. Rys wondered what it would take to truly throw him off. Terry—whose actual name was Terrailin—was a noble demon who was in charge of the palace’s security.

“Looking for anyone in particular?” Margrim asked, a lit cigarette waggling up and down in the corner of his mouth.

His tone was guarded. Rys raised an eyebrow.

“The fox you’re all scared of,” he said drily. “But the way you asked that tells me that something’s wrong. Does Grigor know?”

Terry winced. Margrim shrugged.

“The Prince-General’s been busy, and I think you’re behind the latest disruption anyway, boss.” Margrim chuckled darkly. “The new arrivals made one hell of a ruckus.”

“Ah, the succubi?”

“We can deal with some haughty bitches,” Terry grunted out, his beak clacking. “Most of us have bumped into succubi before. We know how the game works with them.”

Rys’s eyes narrowed. “The Haunts.”

Both infernals nodded.

“I wouldn’t call myself a loyalist, but I’m from the Devil Queen’s patch,” Margrim explained. He jabbed his thumb at Terry. “And he and the Prince-General’s mob are all independents. Your suits almost never leave Malusian’s territory.”

“They used to primarily work for Ariel in my time,” Rys said carefully, realizing that something had changed about the Haunts while he had been sealed away. “In fact, the Pharoah had been Ariel’s spymaster for millennia and almost every Haunt worked for him. The entire reason there was a divide between succubi and Haunts was because Lacrissa and the Pharoah didn’t get along.”

“Huh. Didn’t know that.” Margrim stuck his jaw out for a moment and rubbed his chin. “Neither are all that welcome in the Devil Queen’s territory these days. Although there are succubi in the outer courts.”

“How does Ariel keep up with Malusian in terms of intelligence then?” Rys asked, confused. “That doesn’t add up.”

“Can’t say I know, boss. She does have spymasters in her courts. A few handmaidens, the royal devil Tephrys, the demon lord Grishaw, and of course the independents that she pays. I worked for Grand Lord Serasfir for a couple of years, and he was constantly trading info with Malusian and Ariel. A real double agent, that sly bastard,” Margrim said with a grin.

Rys groaned and ran a hand down his face. “You didn’t say what I think you said, did you?”

“Uh, which part, boss?”

“Did you really just call that runt Serasfir a ‘grand lord,’ Margrim?”

“… you know him?” Margrim’s eyes bulged.

Terry’s beak fell open. “Runt?”

“He did my paperwork back when I was a general. Joined up after the war with the angels. Was a lazy bastard who spent more time sleazing it up than doing his job.” Rys shook his head. “I mentioned that I knew a necromancer, right? That’s Serasfir. Can’t believe he became an independent powerbroker. Guess I’ll talk to him at some point.”

“Sometimes I forget how old you are.” Margrim shook his head. “I actually thought his stories about the Empire were bullshit.”

“They probably were. Serasfir is a serial liar.” Rys paused. “Out of curiosity, do you know of a royal devil by the name of Harah? Or Sesrah?”

“Uhhhh, everybody knows Sesrah, boss. At least if they’ve spent more than five seconds in independent territory in Hell. She’s Darus’s muscle. Hot dark-skinned girl with massive tits, gigantic scythe, and the ability to vaporize you without lifting a finger? Hard to forget.” Margrim shook his head.

“Uh, I don’t know Sesrah, although I’ve seen a woman who matches her description.” Terry winced. “I know the first name, though. She sometimes stayed with us. Only talked with the Prince-General and avoided us. Was real dangerous. Killed any demon that tried to touch her. Didn’t have a scythe, though.”

“Huh. Didn’t know there was a species of devil like that.” Margrim stroked his chin.

“There isn’t,” Rys said. “They’re sisters. Unique devils who came out of the same mating ritual and they share the same Gifts.”

Not all infernal siblings were born at the same time, but Harah and Sesrah had been.

And it sounded like a lot had changed in the last 1500 years. Rys had avoided bringing up Harah with Grigor before, as he hadn’t been interested in her.

Where most of Rys’s former subordinates had been loyal to him, Harah hadn’t been. He had recruited her after she failed to assassinate him, and he had wound up with her true name after a sequence of events. His relationship with her was complicated, but she had been a royal devil and one of Ariel’s handmaidens before he “recruited” her. Sesrah had actually been the lower status one.

It seemed that time had been cruel to Harah. But Rys didn’t have time to waste on a rebellious devil who might try to kill him. Still, he kept her in mind.

Also, he wanted to know what happened to the scythe he had crafted for Harah.

“I can’t say that Ariel’s strategy is probably appropriate, but who am I to judge.” He shrugged. “As for the Haunts, I’ve never restricted myself to one faction in the Eternal Game. The Empire is long gone and neither Ariel nor Malusian are here. Let them do their thing, and I’ll ensure that they don’t create problems.”

“Got it, boss,” they both said.

That appeared to be the end of the discussion. Rys turned to leave.

“You looking for Fara, boss?” Terry called out.

Rys raised an eyebrow at the demon, but didn’t answer. Margrim watched with one hand on his cigarette.

“She was with Lady Vallis in her office, along with Lady Maria. I was going over security precautions for mages and the Labyrinth, now that we’re connected to those wannabes down south,” the demon said. “Fara didn’t seem to be interested, though.”

“Got it. I’m not worried, though. But I know where to start looking.” Rys smirked.

Terry grinned back, his huge fangs showing. “Heh. Good hunting, boss.” He slapped a fist across his chest, then wandered down the furnished palace corridor with Margrim.

Despite appearances—and the way he sometimes acted—there was a reason Terry was in charge of security. The average noble demon got through life by clobbering everything in his way and hoping that he was bigger and stronger than everyone else.

Naturally, that approach hit a wall at some stage. Even species such as Kashlovians and Bausfrahr eventually ran into a demon bigger and stronger than they were. Or perhaps they discovered the truth of the world—that for all the strength they had, someone with the right Gifts or magic could still beat them.

Most noble demons hit that wall and stopped dead. Despite their name and fearsome reputation among mortals, noble demons were low on the rungs of Hell’s social ladder.

In fact, noble demons barely had their claws on the ladder at all. Lesser and greater demons swarmed in the bottomless pit that was Hell, fighting and clawing at each other, while every devil looked down on them. Noble demons barely held onto any status.

In the Empire, they had been valued for their uses in the military and keeping the peace. They could keep mortal armies in line and boss around town watches, freeing up devils for more important tasks like counting their money and holding pointless meetings.

However, only a fool looked down on every demon. Not only were there entire species that were far stronger than the vast majority of devils—such as Kashlovians—but every so often, a genuinely dangerous demon rose to power.

Araunth was the second-oldest infernal alive at present. Unlike Malusian, he hadn’t seen the Emergence, but he had been a powerful demon lord when Ariel seized the throne out from under Malusian’s complacent grasp. When Araunth backed Ariel over Malusian, it single-handedly ended Malusian’s attempt to become the Devil King some 3000 years ago.

Demon lords and princes were true powerbrokers in both Hell and the Infernal Empire. They commanded armies of demons, were immensely powerful, and held a deceptively high level of intelligence and social tact. The Demon Lord Argran had commanded as an equal next to the Succubus Queen Lacrissa for thousands of years. No simpleton could manage that.

That was what separated Grigor from so many other demon princes in Rys’s mind. His old friend wasn’t the strongest fighter, but he had a grasp for command that few others did and blended into social situations well enough.

Terry gave Rys similar vibes. Given more Gifts, a little more power, and maybe a few decades more experience, and Rys easily imagined Demon Prince Terry.

Upon reaching Vallis’s office, Rys drifted out from his thoughts. The room was tiny. The double doors were half the width of the room, and an observer might mistake it for a large closet or some sort of utility room. Possibly for the magitech they assumed ran the palace.

Rys opened the door and was greeted by an office that went on, and on, and on. Vallis sat behind her grandiose mahogany desk at the far end. Maria and Fara stood opposite her. The three were deep in conversation.

The office itself was sparsely decorated. The walls contained hidden cabinetry behind sliding doors that opened with a touch. They were intended to contain liquor cabinets, iceboxes, expensive displays, clothing racks, or anything that Vallis might want.

This office had, after all, been designed by Rys for her.

When she had been appointed viceroy, she had joked about having a really long office where people had to walk toward her for an awkwardly long time. She’d gotten the idea from meetings with Compagnon and some of the seedier merchant companies, who used long offices as a way of intimidating visitors and projecting power and distance.

Naturally, Rys had used the space-bending power of Castle Aion to give her an obscenely huge office. He treasured the memory of when she first entered it.

Vallis’s jaw had hit the floor. She had entered this tiny little room and found out it was the size of smaller palaces. He had ended up reducing its size in the end, but it had been an entertaining first visit.

A small desk sat beside the entrance, piled high with paperwork. Tall cabinets lined the walls behind it. Right now, it was empty, but normally Tyrisa busied herself there. She must be chasing down the servants.

Or perhaps she was collecting their notes from spying on Rys. He had stopped paying much attention to the obvious spying on him by his own servants after the first week. For whatever reason, Tyrisa had tasked the various demihuman servants in the mansion to spy on Rys as he went about his day.

He had confirmed with her that they weren’t recording anything classified. She had paled and stammered out something about how that would be against some office rules or something. Good enough, he figured, and let her have her fun.

If she was collecting information on him for her knowledge Gift, he wanted to see the future fireworks when she tried to sell it to other knowledge devils.

Rys approached the trio at Vallis’s desk. “Why are you all hiding out in here?”

“It’s called a meeting, Rys. We hold these to run your kingdom,” Fara drawled.

“Without Alsia?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

“She was here earlier,” Vallis said, grinning. “Practically bouncing off the walls with the news that you’re turning her into a balloon. I can’t believe you’re skipping all the normal steps and going right to the baby. Amazing.”

Fara scowled at Vallis, while Maria giggled.

“Somehow, I doubt that Alsia acted like that,” Rys said.

“She’s much more excitable when you’re not around,” Maria said. “Our opinions don’t matter as much, so she lets her mask slip.”

Interesting. Rys made a note to play with Alsia’s tail more and tease her until she broke down. He wanted to see this excitable side of the Kinadain.

“I know that face,” Fara muttered, face reddening.

“Oh, yes.” Maria giggled, her eyes glazing over. “You’re such a bully, Rys.”

“Asshole is more appropriate,” Fara snapped.

“Oh, is that what you call him in bed? What an interesting pet name.” Maria tilted her head. “Can we try that next time?”

Fara glared at Maria, who merely smiled back placidly.

“The answer is still no,” Fara mumbled.

“A shame. I wanted to see what those tails might feel like rubbing against my glistening, naked body while his engorged cock is inside me,” Maria said.

“Don’t pressure Fara to do things she’s not comfortable with,” Rys said. “I’m sure Mina will be interested one day.”

“Oh, fuck you,” Fara said, but she laughed and placed a hand against the desk for support. “Just… fuck. I want to hit you, but you’re so right that I can’t help but laugh. Does she know that we can hear her fingerfucking herself above your room?”

“I gave her a hint earlier.”

“Oh, so she’ll be a little quieter about it.” Fara rolled her eyes.

Vallis gulped, her face so red that Rys thought she might have passed out. Despite her embarrassment, she still jumped into the conversation. “She seems more like the sort who would learn a way to stop you from noticing.”

Fara clicked her tongue. “You’re probably right. She’s such an overachiever that I can imagine her spending days working on aural barriers so that we can’t hear a damn thing.”

“You sound disappointed?” Maria prodded, grinning.

A glare was the only response.

Vallis stared at Fara with some of the widest eyes that Rys had ever seen on his young viceroy. He suspected that she had never seen Fara be this openly lewd.

“Anyway, no threesomes with me,” Fara said, making an “X” with her hands. “I’m rather enjoying my one-on-one sessions with Rys. If you want something more exciting, you’ll need to wait for somebody more exciting or for Alsia or me to get bored.”

“You’re going to make Maria wait a long time,” Rys said. “I don’t let things get boring in the bedroom.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” she said drily. “I’d say that you’re aggressive, but that sounds negative. You just never let a routine settle in.” She frowned. “I want to choose the rhythm next time.”

“If it ends up being what I think it will be, then I’ll make up for it next time.” He cocked an eyebrow, as if daring her to push him.

The fox huffed, while the other two women watched with bated breath, their ears pricked for when she asked Rys to elaborate. Fara’s tails weaved behind her, as if uncertain as to what emotions she felt.

Then they flattened behind her, and her ears dropped to either side. “Fine. I give. What do you think it will be, and why will it be disappointing?”

“Cowgirl, and you’ll spend a lot of time grinding,” he said.

She rolled her eyes. “Holy shit, Rys. I really will hit you. I thought you were going to say something like how you need to hammer into me to feel good. I’m not some little girl with her first boyfriend learning how to have sex. I want to pick the rhythm, not get off by rubbing against you.”

“Should I make a note about that?” Vallis said, her voice strangled.

“I feel that I should.” Maria nodded.

Fara glared at them. Vallis cowered, while Maria smirked.

“Then we’re fine. Sorry that I underestimated you,” Rys said. “I’m looking forward to it. Tonight?”

The fox hesitated, realizing she had been drawn into this.

Maria leaped in. “Oh, are you looking to catch up to Alsia that fast? How daring.”

Fara laughed. “Oh, yes. Because after spending months holding off on any sex at all, the first thing I’ll do is get knocked up by Rys.” She raised an eyebrow at Rys. “Was that what this was about?”

“In part,” he admitted. “I’m glad that nothing’s changed.”

“I chose to be with you, knowing that you would claim Alsia.” Fara’s eyes flashed. “I had thought you would wait a little longer before having a child with her—or having a child at all—but she’s made it clear to us that she wanted one.”

“Very clear,” Maria chirped.

“Then tonight?” Rys pushed.

“You’re horny, aren’t you?” Fara remarked. “Did we get you all fired up with our lewd talk?”

“Oh? In that case, I’m more than happy to join Alsia,” Maria said. She pressed herself against him, her plump breasts crushing themselves against his body. Her hands massaged his crotch through his pants.

“Uh huh,” Fara said. “I could tell in our earlier conversations that you really cared about children. All that talk about sex during pregnancy really gave it away.”

Maria smiled broadly.

Well, Rys knew her well enough, it seemed.

Vallis coughed in the background. “Uh, is this going to… progress in my office? Just checking.”

Before Fara or Rys could suggest otherwise, Maria’s eyes lit up, and she turned toward Vallis.

“I’m more than happy to pleasure Rys while you finger yourself,” Maria chirped. “Just like last time. You seemed to really enjoy that.”

Vallis’s face nearly exploded and she froze in her seat. Every muscle in her body and face ceased moving, as redness spread over every exposed patch of her skin.

In turn, Fara’s expression ran through a gauntlet. At first, confused and bewildered. Then shocked. Then amazed. Then she laughed, and laughed, before settling on a wicked grin.

“Amazing, Vallis,” the fox said. “Your room is right next to Rys’s, but your solution is to watch Maria fuck him. You can just knock on his door and walk in one night, you know?”

“Fuck you! You waited, too,” Vallis snapped.

“Keyword: waited. I didn’t watch others. You and Mina are so alike, it’s scary. Maybe you got my family’s blood in you at some point.” Fara’s grin widened. “Are you going to join her in the little hidey-hole above Rys’s room?”

“I will hit you,” Vallis growled.

“Go on, try it.”

Vallis bounded up from her chair. Fara darted backward, giggling as her tails whirled around her. The two raced around the pointlessly huge office, until Vallis chased Fara out the door.

“I’ll get you when you least expect it, you little rodent!” Vallis shouted out the door.

Rys didn’t hear Fara’s reply, if there was one. Vallis slammed the door shut and stalked back to her desk. Her glower fixed itself on Maria, who shrugged and gave Rys a peck on the cheek.

“As Fara has you tonight, I will catch up with you in the morning. Although this was an amusing distraction, there are matters regarding the war effort to plan.” Her gaze turned serious for a moment.

Then she squeezed his crotch and winked at Vallis, whose glare intensified.

Maria left, and the sound of the door closing after her echoed throughout the room.

Rys circled the desk, then leaned against it. He stared down at Vallis. There wasn’t much paperwork on the desk, suggesting that she had been dealing with others for much of the day. Tyrisa might have retreated to do her work in peace.

“So, do you want a child?” Rys asked Vallis.

She exploded into a coughing fit.

“No. Archangel no. Absolutely not,” she gasped out. “Are you serious?”

“Partially.” He chuckled at her glare. “You keep trying to step around this topic, but it’s very much the elephant in the room. Everyone is aware that you’re attracted to me. That was very obvious just then.”

Vallis glowed red. Then she sighed.

“I know you said that we can’t forget things after they happen, but can we have a conversation that’s… I dunno how to phrase this.” Vallis paused for thought. “Between two people, not viceroy and king?”

“You want this to be a personal and private conversation, rather than one about your duties,” Rys said. “I can say yes, but that’s only partially true. Like with Alsia and Maria, there’s an overlap between the official and the private. A significant part of my sexual relationship with them is because I am connected to them for their power. That can’t be separated. The same applies to you—without the sexual part, yet.”

Vallis frowned. “I think I get that. I’m never just Vallis to you.”

“Yes. You should also remember that everybody has an agenda. No matter how much people say otherwise, and perhaps deceive themselves into believing, the things they tell and advise you will be a reflection of their own desires and actions. If you ask me if you should have sex with me, then I’m probably going to say ‘yes’ because I think I am the greatest person ever and there is no possible reason that you would think not to.” Rys smirked.

“I feel like your head should have doubled in size when you said that sentence,” she said with a giggle. “Right. Then I’ll be up front. I’m pretty jealous over the whole thing.” She gulped and looked away. “I… I found you first. But everybody else gets you. I’m the one being the good girl, trying to avoid screwing things up by ramming your dick in me the first chance I get. But then they make fun of me and talk about having kids. I don’t like feeling this way.”

“Ah, that’s a fairly easy emotion to address. Envy is natural. You’re sticking to personal principles that others don’t share. When you do that, that means you are giving up things for some intangible benefit. Then you see others choose not to give up those things, and nothing goes wrong for them. You think ‘why did I give up those things, only to be screwed over?’ and it creates envy and anger toward others.” Rys shrugged. “The easy answer is to never be principled.”

“Sage advice.” Vallis’s eyes bored holes into him. “Somehow, I doubt that’s the answer you took. Everything you do has reasons and principles behind them, even if I don’t always understand them at first.”

“No, it’s not my answer. Because that intangible benefit sometimes rears its head, and then you get to watch as those you envied suffer because of their choices. I’m still here. Many others aren’t.” His eyes gleamed. “What you need to realize is that life is about risk. Sometimes high risk pays off, and principles don’t matter. When you mitigate risk, you need to be patient and find satisfaction elsewhere so that you don’t drive yourself mad.”

“What if the risk never eventuates? Like, ever.”

“That might mean that your principles are moral in nature, rather than based on genuine risk. That’s your choice. Otherwise, you need to be strong enough to let the success of others wash over you like water off a duck’s back,” he said. “You want power, Vallis. You want to be Viceroy and to rule the kingdom, and to claim that you earned it yourself. If so, then that means being mentally and emotionally strong enough to be trusted with power.”

She winced in response to his words. Then she took a deep breath. “This helps. A lot. I think I have an answer to earlier, especially after spending some time with Mina. We are a little similar. We both want your approval more than your dick, at least right now.”

Vallis’s eyes practically glowed. “One day, I will feel that I’m truly your Viceroy. I want you to take me when I tell you, Rys. And I want it to be special, although, uh, I haven’t worked out exactly how special.” She scratched her cheek. “I do kind of want something unique that the others don’t get, to show them up a little. I mean, I’m your trusted Viceroy, right?”

He patted her head, and she pouted at him. “Deal. But I will hold you to it. It will need to be very special.”

She blushed. Then coughed. “Uh, I did want to talk a little about some of these Avolar plans, actually. You know, the war we’re planning. Do you have time for that?”


Chapter 20


Rys walked around Vallis’s extravagant desk, then noticed the lack of chairs. He pulled up a nearby chair from the side of the room.

“I’ll admit that I’ve been a little preoccupied with Mina, my regained power, and my Labyrinth lately,” he said. “Avolar’s been on my mind, but I’ve been letting Grigor, you, and the others manage the preparations.”

Vallis shifted uncomfortably. Her arms moved back and forth along her legs, and he imagined that she was straightening out her pleated skirt.

“This feels more awkward than I expected,” she muttered. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a serious discussion with you from behind this desk. Usually I walk over to you, or we’re in the war room or your office.”

Rys gestured to a table nearby, from where he had borrowed the chair. After a nod, Vallis shot up and rushed over to it.

With a relieved sigh, she sat down and grinned. “That feels better. I felt like I was a kid sitting in my father’s office, back before everything fell apart—or I knew how bad it really was, maybe.”

“This is your office,” Rys pointed out.

“Sure, but you can click your fingers and turf me out.” She grimaced and looked away. “I’ve gotten used to it with Maria and Alsia. They come to me to talk and ask for help, and this place now feels like my domain. But I felt like a child playing at being powerful just then, with you on the other side of the massive desk.”

“Not to be harsh, but you should get used to that feeling and push through it,” he said. “You need to be able to project power and confidence against people you feel are above you, or that you owe things.”

Vallis chewed her lip. “Fara talked about some interesting things from the last Labyrinth trip. It, uh, sounded like you had an interesting history in the Empire.”

“A long and storied history,” Rys said drily. “I argued with both Malusian and the Devil Queen more than once, and was threatened with death on multiple occasions. Rare as they were, I had a few one-on-ones with both of them.”

“Gonna regale me about your extensive bedroom experience with the most powerful woman in Hell?” Vallis waggled her eyebrows.

“No,” he said flatly. “Ariel tried to recruit me many times—and assassinate me even more times—but her bed was never on offer. Unlike Malusian, she’s never been known for her sexual proclivities.”

“What, so she’s an ice queen?”

Rys snorted. “I doubt it. But I suspect her dislike of succubi is genuine, and not simply because most of them work for her greatest rival. My reputation as the ‘Incubus King’ didn’t do me any favors.”

“And did you ever feel like a child telling your parents about the state of the world, and that they would be smiling patronizingly at you before they pat you on the head and say ‘good girl?’” Vallis asked, being far too specific.

For effect, Rys reached over and patted her on the head. Vallis glared at him.

For a moment, he swore she was going to bite him. She probably would if he said “good girl.”

Instead, he ruffled her messy black hair, then withdrew with a smirk. “Yes.”

She blinked. “Really?”

“How old am I?”

“Uh… like 2000 years old?”

“More like 400, if you take away the time I was asleep.” Rys shrugged. “I was half that age when Ariel and Malusian put me in charge of the war effort against the angels. We had pushed the angels back to their final bastion. I’m sure you know it.”

“The Last Retreat,” Vallis said, closing her eyes. “It powers the magical barrier that keeps the shadowbeasts out. It’s survived a mountain range springing up out of nowhere underneath it, which killed millions elsewhere. The fortress is a sprawling sandstone metropolis that is abandoned now, save for Azrael and her pet helldragon, Sylvian.”

That was a new name. Rys needed to brush up on history.

“Yes,” he said. “It was also the last remaining connection to Heaven for the angels, and effectively impregnable. Both Araunth and Duar tried, before sending me. I also failed, and then the angels sank the city supplying the war effort and cut my arm off.”

Rys made a chopping motion as Vallis’s eyes bulged.

Despite his levity, he remembered those battles far too clearly. His encounter with the Angel Lord Sirion had caused him to dream of them once again.

Sirion had killed countless infernals, banished all his strongest lieutenants—including Grigor and Asa—and cornered him. But she had only cut his arm off and delayed the final barrage of her army long enough to let him evacuate the city before she sank it into the lake. That had been the beginning of their relationship, and she could have killed him before anything happened.

“Sank it?” Vallis asked.

“Vallonis,” he said. “I think it’s a myth now, but there was a magical city built by elves on top of a lake near Basette.”

Simply mentioning Basette caused memories to scratch at Rys’s mind. He still couldn’t remember why the city was important, or why connecting it to the Last Retreat seemed to matter. All he knew was that his last memories had been in that region.

Once he broke all the power conduits and regained all of his lost knowledge, he would finally be rid of this frustration. For now, he did his best to ignore it.

“You always have the craziest stories,” Vallis said, shaking her head.

“And I haven’t mentioned the most important part: I was 200, but Ariel and Malusian had thousands of years on me. Heck, when I attacked the Last Retreat, I bossed around Araunth, who was both a friend and over ten times my age. I always felt like a child, who had been gifted influence and power I didn’t earn by ancient beings who knew more than I ever could. But if I didn’t ignore that feeling, I never would have gotten anywhere,” Rys said.

“Huh. That’s…” she trailed off. “I never thought of you like that. You’ve always come across as an equal to all the big bad devils. Grigor always talks of you that way, and you freak out all the infernals with the way you casually talk about the big names.”

“Everyone starts somewhere. Remember that I knew Grigor back when he was a runt.”

“A big runt, apparently,” Vallis teased. “But thanks. This makes two times today that you’ve helped me. And I haven’t talked about the planning stuff.”

They finally dove into the Avolar specifics.

Much of it concerned details about finances, funding, and trade. Rys waved it off.

“I think you’re focusing too much on Avolar when it comes to war preparations,” he said.

“Last I checked, that’s who we’re about to fight,” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“And who is our real enemy?”

“The Malus League.”

“Exactly. Avolar is a stepping stone at best. We can rely on loans and financial support from Tarmouth against the League, and use some of that against Avolar. I don’t think stretching ourselves is wise,” Rys said.

“Going to war against anyone is stretching ourselves.” Vallis huffed. “Grigor and Alsia are confident about it, but the former can probably bench press Avolar’s army single-handedly and Alsia wants a distraction for her warriors. Especially as I’m getting wind of a lot of rumbling against her lately.”

Rys frowned at that. “Work with Mina on the intel side of things. She has some new toys and can let the Malakin focus on their specialties instead of trying to do everything.”

“That doesn’t solve the money problem, or the fact we don’t have an army,” Vallis said.

“Then you either need to fix the money problem, or make it clear what constraints we’re working under when it comes to an army.” Rys fixed her with a serious look. “You’re the Viceroy. Although there are plenty of others with power, the only other person who even touches serious finance is Maria. The Kinadain are still too undeveloped, and Grigor is working with what he’s given.”

Vallis winced and rubbed the back of her neck. “I kind of know that, but it’s a bit rough. I don’t know half the options I have for supporting an army, establishing logistics, or how we can fund this outside of taxes.”

“Ask Grigor and Fred about options for the army—but don’t stick around for their debate, unless you want to die of starvation. They can also handle logistics, but they need local information, so tell Mina to provide that. Again, don’t stick around. She should be able to handle that herself.” Rys chewed on his lip regarding the final problem.

Ordinarily, funding problems like this would be solved by hunting down external backers or finding a more questionable funding source. Rys didn’t want to pillage Avolar, and the region was too undeveloped to even have anything capable of funding a smuggler, let alone an army.

Vallis watched him expectantly.

“Unless you can find a funding source through Tarmouth or Maria’s contacts in the archipelago, we’ll need to see if Mina’s agents turn anything up,” he finished lamely. “Maybe in the long-term I’ll have somebody I can reach out to.”

“Then I guess we’ll wait.” She shrugged. “Gorgria is the only real option, but they’ve made it clear that they see themselves as more important. I followed up on Maria’s conversation with Queen Faeris, but she made it clear that she’s only interested in you. On top of that, I think she wants you to visit her.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Rys said wryly.

At least, not yet. Orthrus had mentioned that the warp gate had the ability to somehow duplicate Castle Aion across the islands. Doing that would attract too much attention right now, but it would allow Rys to actually visit Gorgria. His teleportation spell was unlikely to get him that far in the little time he had before he ran out of power.

“I figured.” Vallis shrugged. “Anyway, I’ll see what I can do. Chances are I’ll need to talk with you again. This is the first war I’ve planned, and like the millionth for you. I’ll try to do better next time.”

“It’s better to ask me and Grigor now, and learn to do it right the first time, than flail around, so you’re doing fine,” Rys said. “But I do have to ask if you have any misgivings.”

“Over what? Invading another country? Assisting with the formation of a new Infernal Empire? Subverting the native rule of the Kinadain?” She smiled, but there was a brittleness to it. “I won’t lie and say that I haven’t thought about what I’m doing. I’ve thought a lot about what you said when Maria dragged you into the Compagnon mess. About how you didn’t know their sob story, and that it didn’t matter anyway. Because as far as Avolar is concerned, we’re the villains and they’re the ones with the sob story.”

“Do you think we’re evil? That we’re the true villains?” Rys asked, meeting Vallis’s soft brown eyes.

She laughed. “Have you been talking to Fara too much lately? I don’t think good and evil exist. Meeting you, working with actual demons and devils, and hearing about ancient history has only proved it. I hated Compagnon for personal reasons. But were they evil? No. This takes me back to the moral relativism classes in the mage tower, though.”

Rys groaned. “I hate that term.”

“Moral relativism?” She raised an eyebrow. “It seems pretty appropriate.”

“It’s an easy way to justify one’s actions as right or wrong based on social acceptability. Like I’ve said before, power is the only currency that matters. I own my actions based on my personal desires and whether they are effective. If I want something, then approval only matters because it can affect if I get it in the way I want,” he explained.

Vallis gulped. “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” She shifted her skirt and her eyelids fluttered. “It took me a while to realize the only reason you didn’t bend me over my desk was because you want me to bend over it for you.”

He grinned at her, and she shivered in anticipation. A soft sigh escaped her lips.

“I’m still going to wait,” she muttered, then coughed. “But I’ve noticed demons are the same way. I always look around me for approval, but the demons would do some very dangerous things if they thought they could get away with it. I boss them around, but other than Grigor and Terry, they only do what I say because they know that you’ll vaporize them if they lay a finger on me.”

“Damn right,” Rys said, his voice barely a whisper.

She licked her lips. “But isn’t that also a form of moral relativism? You’re defining the system of morality using your own power. Evil becomes everything that you punish, and good what you accept.”

“This is why I hate this discussion, just so you know,” he said glibly. “I don’t like conflating morals and power. It leads down a dangerous path. A convenient path, but not one that I allow myself to mentally walk.”

“Fair. That’s similar to what mages teach. The entire system of mage towers was founded by Kushan, and he’s the villain of all villains in recent history,” she said. “Kind of ruins the idea of good and evil when the place you’re learning at—full of brilliant mages—was originally created by a genuine madman who conquered Gauron.”

Rys stared at her. “I must have missed that part of history. What?”

“Your history is so spotty. I expected you to have devoured this stuff by now.” Vallis gave him a strange look, and he shrugged sheepishly. “You know the basics, right?”

“Kushan was a human mage who created evocation, thereby making humanity the most powerful mortal race, and shattered the draconic kingdoms. He also summoned a huge infernal host using Ariel’s aid, which disrupted the balance of power in Hell,” Rys said.

Said disruption also resulted in the loss of most of Rys’s Gifts.

“That’s a super simplified version, but yeah.” She sighed. “Kushan didn’t just invent evocation, he spread it across Gauron. He conquered the entire continent and created some of the oldest mage towers that still stand today, including the Towers of the Moon and Stars in Ahm. The Golden Age of Magic kicked off due to those towers basically continuing where he left off, once the dust settled a couple of centuries later.”

“So where does the madman part start?” Rys asked.

“He wiped out nearly every non-human nation on Gauron,” Vallis said flatly. “Dragons; elves; dwarves—the only elven nation he spared were the ones who trained him in magic in the first place, and he still conquered them. He just didn’t raze their country to the ground.”

That explained the vision that Darus had shown Rys, of the graveyard of dragons. He had genuinely thought that to be imagery of some form. Now he wondered if Kushan had actually slain that many dragons.

No wonder Sirion had looked so tired. Harrium had not improved in the last 1500 years.

“I did say earlier that I liked to keep morals separate from power,” he said simply. “I’m going to need to brush up on my history, as this seems like the sort of the thing the angels should have intervened in.”

“Things were a little more complicated, I think,” Vallis said. “Before Kushan, the world was ruled entirely by non-humans. It didn’t sound like a great place. Maybe it was a natural change?”

“Maybe.” He frowned.

Sirion had intimated something about how the angels had destroyed the portal to let mortals run the world themselves. But she had also felt that it had been a failed experiment.

Rys needed to know more. There was only one person to ask.

Or persons, really.

“You know what to do,” he told Vallis, before leaving.

He found a quiet room, ensured that he wasn’t going to be bothered, then dove into his knowledge Gift.

His eyes opened to find himself surrounded by lavender curtains shrouded in darkness. As always, a small round table with ornate gold trim sat in the center of the illusory space. Three small stools surrounded it.

He didn’t have a chance to sit down before two small forms pressed themselves against him.

“Darling,” two women gasped out, their voices oozing desire and lust. Their hands pressed against his crotch, massaging his cock through his pants. “You’ll stay awhile, right? Your visits have been so short.”

Both women appeared to be identical—because they were. These were the Darus Twins. Or illusory copies of her, at any rate.

Darus was one devil with two bodies and acted like it. She was a pair of identical twin knowledge devils, of the Calosceme species. The same as Tyrisa, in fact. Given the right clothes and makeup, the three could almost pass as triplets, as Caloscemes all looked far too similar. That’s why Tyrisa maintained her illusory horns.

Speaking of clothing, the Twins were changing things up. Ordinarily, they wore extravagant, frilly dresses that accentuated their ethereal beauty and lithe bodies. But today they wore complementing clothes.

One wore nothing but black lacy underwear, revealing her ghostly white skin. The other wore a sheer lace nightgown that fell just above her knees and transparently lacked the underwear of her other half.

The one wearing the underwear pouted at Rys and obstructed his view of the much naughtier Twin. “Don’t just look at her, darling. Don’t I look great as well?”

“It’s not often you wear different clothing,” he said diplomatically, deciding not to point out that one of them was currently revealing everything. That nightgown left nothing to the imagination, given it was see-through.

They both pouted at him. “You’re so tame, darling. We thought this would be to your liking.”

“I didn’t even know you could change your clothing,” he said, alarm bells beginning to sound in his head.

“It’s a function to reward customers,” they said with bewitching smiles as they pressed their nearly naked bodies against him and ushered him to a stool. “Although we would never separate the clothes like this for anybody but you, darling. Or touch other filth.”

As a pot of perfectly brewed coffee appeared on the table alongside a cup of fine china, the Twins stuffed their heads into his hair. They inhaled deeply and noisily. Their hands ran along his back and chest as they did so, and he did his best to ignore them as he poured his drink.

After the first dozen or so times, this act got a little repetitive. Although looking at them was a little more stimulating than usual.

He still adhered to his rule of not fucking Darus’s illusory copies. Doing so was liable to attract the attention of the real deal. He really didn’t want that, as he didn’t know what might happen. She was still too powerful for him to risk alerting, even with his additional strength.

If Darus could hold her own in Hell against Ariel and Malusian, Rys had a long way to go before he could handle her personally.

“I want to brush up on my history, specifically what’s gone so wrong in Gauron over the last thousand years or so,” he asked. “You went over it briefly last time, but I need more details. Things don’t add up, especially regarding the angels.”

The Twins paused. “We agree. There are many gaps in our library of knowledge regarding the actions of the angels after the Cataclysm that do not match expected behavior, or even the knowledge we otherwise have.”

Shit, had he aroused suspicion? There was a good chance that he knew things that Darus didn’t, and knowledge Gifts were a two-way street. While Darus couldn’t learn what Rys knew, she could learn things from the questions he asked.

“Where did you want to start, darling?” one Twin asked, her face sliding against his cheek.

He frowned. “Kushan. His actions should have attracted attention from the angels.”

“They did, but only very limited intervention,” they said. “There are many theories.”

“Start from the beginning.”

They huffed, then settled into their seats. A floating image appeared in the air next to him. It depicted some surprisingly familiar figures.

“Those are Fae,” he said and his frown deepened. “They were the defenders of the continent of Pandemonium. With its destruction in the Cataclysm, they should be long gone. When is this?”

“During the Fae Marches, immediately prior to the rise of Kushan,” Darus said with a pair of wicked smiles. “The angels took limited actions to stop them, leaving it up to the mortal nations. Eventually, Kushan appeared, having been trained by the Aefir. He was the most powerful being to walk Gauron since your disappearance, save the archangels.”

So the Aefir had been responsible. That explained a lot. They were the most magically capable caste of elves, and the only mortal race that devils respected. Many devils took on elvish forms purely due to the magical capabilities of the Aefir, and it was no coincidence that elvish and devil languages were similar.

Rys didn’t bother delving into the specifics of the elves, as he doubted it was important. But he noted that the Aefir had been important here.

“And?” he asked.

“He stopped the Fae,” Darus said. “Then went home, overthrew the elves who ruled his homeland, and built his own kingdom. You’d know the place, in fact. It was close to Basette. I recall that you were often active there.”

Rys stared.

Oh no.

“Question: is Kushan related to me?” he asked, the words escaping his mouth before he could think about the repercussions.

The Twins laughed. “No. That is a very common question. Ferra herself checked when she served Kushan on Ariel’s behalf. She was quite disappointed that you hadn’t secretly been operating as Kushan.”

Ferra had been one of the many devils he had received a Gift from. Rys hadn’t thought that he was close enough to her that she would care to look for him.

“Good riddance,” one of the Twins spat.

The other nodded rapidly.

But apparently, he was close enough to Ferra that Darus felt she deserved death. Such was the price of sleeping with another woman.

“Good to know,” he said, glad that his lost memories of Basette hadn’t been related to fostering a descendent who conquered most of the damn world centuries later.

That was Rys’s job, after all.

“Where do the angels come into this? I know the part where he murders all the non-humans,” he said.

The Twins rolled their eyes. “There are suggestions that Samael visited Kushan and a dispute occurred. Given Kushan remained active afterward, that suggests he won any dispute.”

“Bullshit. Samael obliterated entire armies and fleets in the Cataclysm. He was the most powerful archangel by far. Nobody even knows how Pandemonium brought him down,” Rys said.

“The new archangels are nothing like the old ones. In more ways than one.” The Twins laughed, then glowered at him. “Samael is far weaker than the original. Krisanem fought the new one in a duel once and said it was disappointing.”

Rys wanted to know more about that, but didn’t want to ask too many questions that would arouse suspicion.

“What about the angelic legions?” he asked.

“They remained inactive. It is possible that this was considered a mortal affair.”

“Before or after Kushan summoned half of Hell to conquer Gauron?” Rys said sarcastically.

Darus shrugged. “This is a gap in our knowledge. Just like the presence of Fae on Gauron. The angels were surprisingly inactive for some time, although they became considerably more active after this. Or more accurately, Azrael became more active.”

That piqued Rys’s interest. “Only Azrael?”

“Yes. Azrael intervened in multiple mortal disputes and prevented significant events from snowballing out of control. The most notable occurred when the Golden Age of Magic ended,” Darus said.

“Wait.” Rys raised a hand. “What happened to Kushan?”

“Ah.” The Twins smirked. “He died. A new power rose up, far greater than anticipated, and crushed him. In turn, it was crushed centuries later when it tried to conquer Gauron in what is called the Great War. Having learned their lesson, nobody allowed a second conquest to take place, and the continent united. Azrael intervened here as well.”

Azrael, Azrael, Azrael.

Why were the rest of the angels doing nothing while an archangel stepped in? Did it have something to do with the fact that Azrael was the only remaining archangel?

Too many questions, too few answers.

He tried to ask Darus about Azrael, but the moment he tried, his mind froze up. He couldn’t ask it. In fact, he couldn’t even focus on Azrael’s motivations without his mind blanking out.

Bingo.

Without anything to guide him, he had been unable to find gaps in his memory. But Darus had led him here.

He had somehow become involved with the new Azrael in the past, after the Cataclysm, and had forgotten about him. And whatever that involvement had been, it had something to do with Azrael’s involvement in the many crises that Gauron had faced over the last 1500 years.

“Let me get this straight,” he said, trying to sort out history. “There were the Fae Marches, then Kushan, then the Golden Age of Magic, then…”

“The Great War, the shadowbeasts, and now… you,” Darus finished, smiling brightly.

Yeah, somehow Rys knew that when the real Darus finally checked on her knowledge Gift and saw everything that had come from him, things were going to become interesting.

But damn, Gauron had been busy and not in a good way.

“I think I’ve learned enough for one day,” he said.

They pouted at him and rushed out of their stools. “Don’t go, darling. There’s so much more fun to be had!”

As their hands desperately tried to undo his pants, he retreated from the illusion.

He hadn’t truly gained answers, but he now knew the sort of questions he needed to ask in the future and where to look.

More importantly, Rys knew that he could expect a visit from Azrael one day. If only he knew what made the area near Basette so important.


Chapter 21


Summer came to a close, and with it the first vestiges of a massive shift in temperature. Rys had guessed that the archipelago was colder than most of Gauron, but this confirmed his suspicions.

The perpetual snowcaps of the mountains grew in size, and winds brought chills into the palace. Rys marveled at the snow some mornings from the courtyard. He wondered if he would frequently see snowfall when winter actually came, if things were already this cold at the start of fall.

Gauron was in the southern hemisphere, and the bulk of the Infernal Empire had been in the northern half, closer to the equator. Serious snowfall was rare, and while Rys had seen plenty of snow due to incidents such as Kauros changing the climate of the entire continent, natural weather was completely different. Only the Sithran Mountains were south enough on the continent to frequently see snow.

The weather didn’t bother the Kinadain. If anything, they seemed to relish in the chillier weather. The devils grumbled and began wearing more layers, which caused the demons to laugh at them when they thought nobody could hear them.

But as the trees on the foothills began to rapidly drop their leaves and sales of fur, feathers, wool and other insulating fabrics skyrocketed, Rys looked at the strategic picture.

If it was this cold already, was it even feasible to start a war with Avolar any time soon?

The Kinadain were used to the cold, as were many of the locals, but that didn’t change the laws of physics. Winter ruined roads, limited food supplies, and stressed supply lines. Furthermore, Rys doubted that the Kinadain were used to marching in the cold.

The Labyrinth was unchanging, and its temperature varied arbitrarily but tended to be fairly comfortable. Kinadain warriors might struggle when exposed to week-long marches in blistering cold temperatures, even if they acted tough otherwise.

Rys’s real worry was that Avolar might be better prepared. They were a city-state founded around the local populaces—the Ariadain and Kinadain. Not only was their territory far less hospitable than the rest of Kavolara, but their soldiers would have trained for it.

Lapisloch, the agricultural hub that Avolar needed to secure food supplies, was only 50 miles or so south of Avolar’s largest southern fortress. Rys needed to know more about the current situation.

For all he knew, Avolar might be able to take Lapisloch while his armies were unable to respond. His armies needed to march through a narrow strip of land, around the mountains of Castle Aion. They would almost certainly be iced over or covered in snow. A war in winter was impossible for Rys, but Avolar might know that and be preparing to march south in the cold.

That meant it was time for Mina to show results.

He invited her to join him for breakfast one morning, and he found her loitering outside his preferred dining room. Her tails clung close to her body, their tips flicking back and forth. Mina rubbed her arms together, pressing her chest up.

Rys wondered if she was doing that consciously. It was a fairly obvious attempt at seduction, but nobody was around to watch. Maybe she had been training herself in her spare time. The more time she spent practicing these little gestures, the more natural they would appear.

“You can wait for me in the room, you know,” he said as he approached.

Mina’s tails flattened as she spun to face him. She licked her lips. “The maids are still getting everything ready. They always get so catty when it comes to you.”

“They’re servants, not maids,” Rys said. “And that’s the first I’ve heard about that.”

“If they’re wearing maid uniforms, I think they’re maids.” She smirked and her tails returned to normal. “They’re your personal maid squad. Shouldn’t they be possessive? The imps are the same when it comes to you. They even call me a stupid name when I’m not around, but never you.”

“That’s different. I go back a long time with the imps.” Rys stepped forward and held a hand against the door, but didn’t open it. “Personal maid squad?”

Mina stared at him. Her expression turned to disbelief. “You don’t know that you have a group of maids directly assigned to you? Alsia and Tyrisa selected them, although they’ve had to reassign a few recently. You don’t do much, so giving you all the best servants hasn’t worked out.”

That explained a few things. Rys had noticed that only certain servants served him food or cleaned his various rooms, but he generally left household business to others. The imps were more reliable when it came to sensitive tasks.

“Honestly, I just ignored them.” He shrugged at the face she made. “They make my food and clean my office and bedroom. The imps handle the atelier and anything important. Plus the Lilim are still enjoying their servant play. There’s nothing I specifically need.”

“How about wet, warm holes that will beg for it?” Mina suggested with a lewd grin.

“If I want sex, I just summoned three succubi. Not to mention the other women interested in me, including your aunt,” he said.

Mina pouted at the mention of Fara. “You know, I really expected you to be banging every woman in the palace. Where are the hot, evil orgies that I read about in these trashy novels imported from Gauron? Maria acts the part, but she tells me that you haven’t even lined up your pet rulers. Shouldn’t that have been the first thing you did? Bang Maria, Alsia, and Vallis on your throne?”

“I’m sure that will happen one day,” Rys said matter-of-factly.

“Oh, so you do want to do it.” Mina tilted her head. “So why not bend them all over and fuck them? Don’t pretend they’re not interested. Alsia’s so happy you’re about to knock her up that she’s started walking into walls.”

He had noticed that. His Kinadain duchess had been a little distracted lately, while he prepared a spell to grant him fertility.

Mina continued, ticking off fingers, “I don’t need to mention Fara or Maria. And I talk to Vallis often enough to know that she wants you bad. You just have to ask, and you’ll have five naked, squirming women anywhere and anytime.”

“Yes, but what if I want you to voluntarily turn into that naked, squirming woman without me asking,” Rys said bluntly.

The fox blinked, and her tails and ears flattened again. “Um, is that a request?”

“I think you misunderstood what I just said.”

Rys took a step back, then circled around Mina. He pinned her against the wall, and her tails wrapped around his legs. Her breathing quickened, turning into short, hot breaths. Redness filled her face. Her eyes turned into raw desire.

“I’m saying that I don’t feel the need to ask others to fuck me,” Rys said, placing a hand under her chin.

Mina gulped.

Continuing, he whispered, “I don’t need random servants to beg for my cock. I won’t even remember their names. But when it comes to those I choose and trust, I like the idea that I will walk into my bedroom one night and find them nearly naked, oozing lust, and covering my bed with their pussy juices because they’ve been waiting for hours.” He smirked at Mina. “Does that sound familiar?”

“Fara,” she mumbled. “I…”

He placed a finger against her lips. “We have a work meeting to hold. But remember that just because I’m not asking you to ride my cock, it doesn’t mean I don’t plan for you to ride it one day. But there won’t be any going back once it happens.”

“Fuck,” Mina said, eyes wide.

That was perhaps a little too on the nose for the little fox, but he didn’t want this situation to end up like Vallis. Both women had been granted positions out of a mixture of expedience and their future potential, rather than their current ability.

Rys didn’t want to be unraveling a second woman’s insecurities while she tackled her attraction to him. Mina had tried sleeping with him multiple times, but had never been too serious about it. When she finally did make a real move and he took her up on it, he wanted it to be final.

“Uh, I think breakfast is a good idea,” Mina gasped out, refusing to meet his gaze. He continued to pin her against the wall. “I think I need a little more experience before I ride any demonic stallions.”

He leaned back, then stepped over to the door. Mina caught her breath as she turned away.

After a few seconds, she faced him and gestured for them to enter.

Inside, they found three of the female servants who catered to Rys’s needs. They puttered about the room, busying themselves with trays of food and a large pot of coffee. Normally, the imps prepared the coffee, given it was one of their few talents.

And yes, the servants wore maid outfits. He still didn’t know who had come up with that idea. Everyone denied responsibility, but no one changed the damn things. His preferences were closer to what the Lilim wore than these frilly black and white uniforms.

“Your Majesty!” one of the servants greeted, trotting over to him.

She had horns sticking through her hair, marking her as a horned demihuman. The other two were wolfkin. Horned demihumans were by far the most common demihumans on Kavolara, but he had seen his fair share of wolfkin by now.

“If you take a seat, we’ll bring you your food and coffee,” she chirped, smiling brightly at him. She tried to lead him to the table and chairs nearby without touching him.

Rys grunted and scanned the food. The other servants were plating everything up now, for both him and Mina.

“Once you clean up, I’d like to be left alone. I need privacy,” he told the servant next to him, but spoke loudly enough so the others could hear.

Then he took a seat, and Mina sat in the closest chair. She shuffled closer to him. The movement produced noisy clattering sounds as she lifted her chair and shifted it next to him. Dirty looks were thrown her way by the servants, but they said nothing.

Before Mina could settle her tails against Rys, the food arrived. It was a fairly standard breakfast. Smoked and spiced sausages, poached eggs, thick slices of warmed and browned rye bread, and a side of beans and mushrooms. Mina’s plate was similar to his—in fact, he’d argue that she had more food than he did.

Two steaming mugs of coffee were served alongside the food. He eyed them and the food, as he unfolded his cutlery from the silken napkin. Somebody had embroidered the three emblems of his kingdom along the edges—both those of the duchies and the kingdom itself.

“Given how much you and Fara eat, I have to ask something,” Rys said, as he began to cut into a sausage. “Do foxes get fat?”

Mina snorted as he poked and prodded at her food. “Only when they get old. I was warned that overeating could prevent a fox from receiving additional tails, but I heard the opposite as well.”

“I’m guessing the excess energy goes into your tails,” he said. He took a bite of the sausage, then pushed it off to the side of the plate. Mina pointedly ignored her sausage after watching his action.

“You seem really interested in how our tails work,” she said. “But yeah, there’s a connection between our tails and bodies. Once a fox stops receiving new tails, they rapidly age. A lot of us don’t reach 300. Foxes with lots of tails tend to be pretty lonely, I noticed. Maybe it’s why the higher-ups in the clans always seem so distant.”

“I doubt that,” Rys replied. “No other race has that sort of disparity in lifespans within their kind, and the powerful rarely care about the powerless.”

Mina grimaced at this description of the gap between those who ran her clan and its members.

The rest of the plate posed no issues to Rys as he poked about. Looking over, he saw that the servants were still cleaning up. The horned demihuman appeared frustrated with the slowness of the others.

“Out of curiosity, have you been making good use of Leth, Hyrie, and your new subordinates?” he asked.

Mina raised an eyebrow. “I thought we would leave that conversation until after the maids left the room.”

“Fair point.” He took a noisy slurp of his coffee, which drew attention from everyone in the room.

Then he made a face. It had been far too bitter.

He held up his mug and gestured for one of the servants to approach. The wolfkin hesitated, and the same horned servant from earlier dashed over.

“Your Majesty, is there something wrong?” Her eyes darted from the coffee to the sausage shoved to the side of his plate. “I’ll cook up something fresh if there’s anything wrong.”

“No need. Just get me a new coffee,” Rys said. Coffee splashed against the sides of the mug as he waved it around. “Preferably one that isn’t filled with poison.”

All movement stopped. The wolfkin stopped pretending to clean up and simply stared at the wall in front of them. A half-smile rose on Mina’s face. The horned demihuman’s face turned deathly white, and he thought she was going to faint.

“Oh, sorry, I just noticed there aren’t any spare mugs,” he said, looking over at the poorly prepared spread. “Give me a moment.”

Then he slugged back the entire coffee.

The horned demihuman let out a strangled scream and nearly leaped at him, her hands clawing at the air as if to knock the mug out of his hand.

“Rys!” Mina shouted, shooting to her feet.

He finished off the shitty, muddy sludge and shoved the mug into the servant’s hands. “There. I’m sure you can find some coffee. Oh, and throw away the sausages. If you or the others ate any, you’ll need to see the Lilim to be healed. The poison in them is far subtler and magical in nature.”

Once he finished talking, the wolfkin tried to make a break for it. Mina’s tails drew a pattern behind her, and both servants collapsed. The remaining demihuman quivered in front of Rys, tears welling up in her eyes. She quivered, unable to process what was happening as she held the empty coffee mug in her shaking hands.

He looked over at Mina. “Don’t tell me this was your idea?”

The fox’s face paled, but she mustered up a smirk and shook her head. “Do I look that stupid? I found out they were up to something almost the moment they came here. But everyone kept saying you were immune to poison and you’ve been so lax about personal security and poison testing it’s frustrating. I can’t believe you drank that fucking coffee.”

“It’s a good party trick,” he said. He gestured at the terrified servant in front of him. “Her?”

“She’s fine. Mary’s next door, so I’ll have her come in and take care of things,” Mina said.

Rys beat Mina to it and told Mary to join them via mindspeak. The head of the Lilim laughed over the mental link.

“She’s coming,” he said. “I guess we should change rooms.”

“Y-your Majesty, let me get you some new food!” the last servant nearly screamed, tears running down her face.

He frowned at her. “Help Mary with the cleanup.” Then he thought a little harder. “And get me a coffee. You know who to ask.”

Honestly, it would be easier to ask the imps. But he felt like he was kicking a puppy.

Rys would kick a puppy all day long if he had something to gain from it, but this particular puppy belonged to him. Hurting her wasn’t his intention.

The servant nodded rapidly as Mary wandered in. The Lilim let out a whistle at the state of the room.

“Nobody tried to stab him?” she asked, bending over to look at the floor. Presumably for discarded knives.

“Not this time,” he said lightly as he walked to the door with Mina. He leaned close to Mary as he left and whispered, “Take care of the bare minimum, but focus on her.” He jabbed a thumb at the crying servant. “The imps can clean up the rest.”

Mary winked at him. “Amelia always said you were a softie when you weren’t in bed or the battlefield.”

He grunted at her, preferring not to be reminded of the unique Lilim he knew all too well. “Let’s go, Mina.”

They ducked into the receiving room next door. Not long after they settled in, the servant ducked in with a tray of cups and a fresh pot of coffee. She quickly served them, curtsied several times, then fled.

“You absolutely terrify them, but they still feel possessive of you,” Mina observed as she sniffed her coffee.

Rys sipped it. “It’s the good stuff. Don’t worry.”

Mina relaxed and drank her coffee. Her tails rubbed against Rys’s side, despite sitting in different chairs. “When did you notice? You acted strangely when you ate your food.”

“I suspected something when you said you didn’t enter due to the servants. If they’re in the dining room, that means everything is ready. They don’t prepare breakfast in the room.” He shrugged at her look of annoyance. “The second was the coffee—the imps always prepare it, and the servants were clearly making their own. Third, both you and the wolfkin acted strangely. You didn’t eat or drink anything until after I did, and avoided the sausage, and the wolfkin were far too amateur about the whole thing.”

“So you drank and ate the poison as some sort of power move?” Mina asked. “Should I let them return to their master to make it clear just how strong you are?”

“Depends who sent them and what they know. I did it for fun, and because I didn’t know if you were involved. A show of strength would help put you in your place if you had tried to kill me,” he said. “But if they know nothing of importance, then we can send them back. Otherwise, do whatever you want with them.”

Mina licked her lips nervously. “You’re talking as if I could have remained your spymaster after trying to kill you.”

He looked at her seriously, and she swallowed.

“You’re working with both the succubi and the Haunts now. That means you have a better idea of how things work with infernals, than the fairly clean impression Grigor and Fred give off. I don’t think I’ve had a noble devil subordinate who hasn’t tried to kill me at least once, even if unintentionally,” he explained. “So, yes, I would forgive you after some punishment.”

“Sexy punishment?” she asked.

He kept looking at her. This time, she looked away entirely.

“Uh, is this an Incubus King thing? Sex that hurts?” she asked.

“No. But I know a lot of ways to set somebody straight without cutting off their fingers or ramming my dick into them.” He sighed. “I don’t expect to have to use them, and you would have been significantly less useful to me if I needed to forcefully maintain your loyalty. So this is better in every way.”

“Yeah, I think understand some of Fara’s comments about you more now,” Mina muttered. “You’re giving me everything I asked for, Rys. My loyalty is guaranteed. But I just… wanted a bit of fun.”

He laughed as he realized the problem. “You’ve done nothing wrong, Mina. Have your fun. I’m used to stupid pranks and tests. You can expect to receive them in turn. My only requirement is to know the limits of what is acceptable in your position.”

She nodded. “I’ll interrogate our would-be assassins later. Not that I really need to. Everything I have on them makes it clear they’re from Avolar. If they’re getting this bold, I’ll need to talk to Grigor about increasing security for Maria and Vallis.”

“Smart.” Rys ran a hand through Mina’s tail appreciatively, causing her to gasp and moan.

“F-fuck,” she breathed out, eyes glazing over. Her hands grasped his when he tried to pull away. “I feel like you just fingered me. That was intense.”

He raised an eyebrow. Fara enjoyed it when he touched her tails, but she had never reacted like this.

“More?” Mina asked, eyes wide and tone begging.

Given her reaction, he pulled away instead. She whined, but didn’t badger him further.

“I need everything you have on Avolar,” Rys said as he nursed his caffeine. “The war is inevitable, but I don’t want them to get the jump on us over winter. Without intel, I’ll be making my strategic decisions blind. Grigor is a demon of many talents, but seeing the future is not one of them.”

“Fortunately, I have enough to help,” Mina said. “I’ve deployed the succubi to Avolar and the Haunts to the League, and they’ve given me plenty to work with. Some of it raises questions I don’t have answers to yet.”

“Why did you split them up like that?” Rys asked.

“The League is packed full of mages who know that you’re an infernalist. Plus, everybody knows about succubi and I don’t trust Hyrie not to try to switch summoners,” Mina said.

“I doubt she’d be that stupid.” He laughed.

“Maybe. Nobody knows anything about Haunts, however. Leth has been able to settle in without any problems. He’s been less trouble than I expected, given how many centuries he has on me.” The fox grimaced.

“Fair point. So, what is Avolar up to?”

“Working with every possible enemy you have in order to save their own skin.” Her grimace remained plastered on her face. “The city is ruled by a council of important locals from the region—both Ariadain and Kinadain. Hyrie has taken control of one of the middling members. He’s a wolfkin demihuman who regained his Kinadain heritage and acts as a merchant liaison between the dains of the city. We’ve confirmed that the League are directly working with the council using him.”

Damn. Beaten to the punch.

“Maliah Jyarvic knows his subterfuge. First Compagnon, and now Avolar. In any other situation, I’d be impressed that he was able to corrupt the Kinadain. Alsia made it pretty clear that their culture despises everything about him,” Rys said.

“I don’t think he is responsible for the corruption.” Mina hesitated, then sighed. “You remember how I mentioned that there is a Gold Clan handler in the city? I think they’re greasing the wheels somehow. But I don’t understand why. Everything about this smacks of Alliance politics.”

“You used your aunt to find out more the first time. Why not again?” he suggested.

She shook her head, her ears flattening. “It’s complicated. Nia knows there’s a handler in the city, but not what they’re up to. Officially, the Alliance aren’t interfering in politics in the archipelago. I have proof otherwise, but there’s a catch: the village is still in convalescence.”

“Because of how they treated you,” Rys recalled.

“Yeah,” Mina said softly, looking away. “If Nia interferes, it will look like the village is active again. For all we know, the Gold Clan have cut the village out of the intelligence loop as punishment for halting work. The entire village might be drafted against us if they step in.”

“Shit,” Rys cursed. Although his succubi were talented, he didn’t want to put them against an entire village full of mystic fox spies and assassins. “I assume Nia is against that?”

“She’s aware of what you’re up to and wants the village to relocate to avoid being caught up in war. It’s difficult, as you might imagine. Even beyond the attachment many have, the only suitable locations to move to are under your control. You control most of the mountains on Kavolara, and we can’t change islands without approval from the alliance and possibly even the Imperial Court itself,” she explained. “And nobody wants to drag them into this.”

“Do you really think the Gold Clan themselves are actively supporting the League? If so, where are the fox assassins?” Rys gestured to the room where he had been poisoned.

“Anything that overt would be a political disaster for the Gold Clan.” Mina shook her head. “Pharos has a non-interference policy outside the continent. The Alliance has special permission to operate here, and nobody is sure why. The only person with permission from Pharos’s Imperial Court to authorize international operations is Imira, one of the Court’s Archons.”

“Archon?”

“Generals appointed by the Imperial Court over specific portfolios. Defending the Imperial Court; keeping Hellgate safe; preventing the dark elves from rebelling.” Mina shrugged at his look. “Imira is… was a mystic fox. She became clanless and is now the Archon responsible for all affairs outside of Pharos. The Court would need to directly overrule her through law, and that could take years.”

“Was a fox?” he asked.

“Supposedly, she forsook everything that makes us what we are in exchange for power.” Mina looked to one side. “You, uh, probably should talk to Fara about that. I think she’s playing with fire and it’s related to Imira.”

“So the Gold Clan can’t attract too much attention from Pharos, because they’re probably in breach of their official orders?” he summarized.

“Most likely. If this was authorized, then they would have moved more openly. The Gold Clan have tried this sort of thing before. The alliance nearly collapsed to civil war due to them, and only Imira’s direct interference stopped it,” Mina explained.

“She can involve herself in domestic affairs as well?” he asked, surprised.

“There were probably like five people on the continent who could stop her, and one of them wanted her to stop the civil war,” Mina said. “Rys, Imira is genuinely one of the most powerful and dangerous beings on Pharos. She’s a seven-tailed fox, but can do things we can’t. Her powers go far beyond the spiritualism we have.”

That sounded like astral power again.

Rys now had two powerful women invested in the archipelago, both of whom used astral power and whose motivations were a mystery. At least Imira was on a different continent.

Shifting the conversation back to the primary topic, he said, “If your village wants to relocate here, it can be organized. Until something official is organized with the Alliance, I’m happy to grant them land.”

“Really? You want a village of mystic foxes next door?” Mina stared at him.

“I have two in my palace, don’t I? If they can live with the infernals, I think I have more to gain than lose by working with them. Especially if this is political—I can’t imagine that the Gold Clan will stop once I defeat them in Avolar.”

Mina blushed. “Got it. I’ll talk with Auntie Nia.” Coughing, she regained her composure. “The other big thing we’ve discovered is that this all relates to Avolar’s economy. They’ve wanted to expand their power for some time, but you’re forcing their hand. They produce less food than they eat, and don’t export enough to cover the costs now that we’re leaning on them. Their port expansion is running behind as well, so they’re restricted in how much they can trade.”

“Why not buy from somebody else? We sell directly through Tarmouth, and I imagine that must be the most expensive option with all the middlemen,” Rys said.

“Because everybody wants them to fall. The Federation wants them to join, so they’re doing the same thing we are. That leaves the League and their artifact trade.” Mina frowned and sipped her cold coffee. She made a face, then warmed it up with magic. “If they launder the League’s artifacts, Tarmouth is unlikely to stop them. Banning a Kinadain-heavy nation from the artifact trade would be bad politics.”

“How do they plan to get those artifacts up north?” Rys asked, bemused. “Surely others will notice if the League just sends ships along the coastline.”

“That I don’t know. But it all comes back to food and money. That’s why I think they’re going to move on Lapisloch soon. I’ve started spreading rumors there that Avolar is going to invade them, in order to soften them up once we move in,” Mina said.

“Smart. I’ll need to talk to Vallis and Grigor about that, then.” He paused. “There is one more matter. Did you ever find out who was behind the earlier letter?”

The fox rolled her eyes. “Don’t pretend you don’t know. Chief Enforcer Mave is definitely behind it. I should have known, given he has a reputation as a spymaster. Or more accurately, of having connections to a spymaster.” Mina grinned toothily. “Turns out, Mave’s network is actually the spy network of the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom. Somehow, he has the connections or money to buy information and favors from them. Maybe they think Mave is a Gorgrian plant.”

Maybe he was a Gorgrian plant. Hadn’t he appeared in the League right after a war with them?

“See what you can find on him,” Rys ordered. “I suspect he’s an ally. If I’m right, then we can work with him against the League or possibly attract capable mages. Both are extremely valuable to us.”

Mina nodded, then rose. “Got it. I’ll give Vallis an update, then head off to contact Auntie Nia. There’s no other option than going in person for something this important.”

“Take care,” he said. “And think about what I said earlier.”

She tilted her head in confusion. Then her face reddened and her eyes glued themselves to his crotch. “Riding. Got it. Thanks, Rys. Now I get to think about that the entire time I’m away.”

“It worked on Fara,” he said.

Mina batted him in the head with her tails. Such a familiar sensation.


Chapter 22
FARA



“You would have made an excellent spy in the clan, you know,” a familiar female voice said, approaching from behind. The speaker was a four-tailed fox with a similar build to Fara, and a face that suggested they were sisters.

That was because they were. Nia had white tails however, like everyone else in Fara’s family. Only Fara had black tails, which was fitting for the black sheep.

Fara didn’t turn to face her sister. Instead, she stared down at the river fort below them. Both foxes stood atop a hill near one of Avolar’s larger rivers and the supply depot below was key to Avolar’s logistics. Their frontier fortress of Torm Ridge relied on the convoys that passed over the bridge that this fort protected.

As they watched, a convoy entered from the north. It consisted of dozens of wagons and hundreds of soldiers from the capital. Their equipment looked crude.

The Kinadain prided themselves on their smithing ability, but this armor looked like something bashed together by apprentices. Fara questioned the quality of the iron it was forged from. It certainly wasn’t steel.

The surroundings appeared bleak despite being in the early stages of fall. The city of Avolar was nestled deep in the mountains, and many of the dains were high in the foothills. This far north in the archipelago, snow fell all year round at this altitude.

The weather was what attracted the foxes to the region to begin with. The luxurious white fur of Garrote Clan foxes could only be found in high altitudes, and preferably in colder climates.

Rys hadn’t stopped bitching about the cold, but Fara adored it. Not that she minded his dislike of the cold. It gave her plenty of excuses to drag him into that hot spring he had built beneath the castle.

“I mean it,” Nia said, pushing Fara for a response. “Black tails or not, if you came back to the clan, you’d make an excellent spy.”

“But I have black tails, and we both know that I have no future in the Garrote Clan except as an enforcer,” Fara said.

Their clan specialized in intelligence, and it had numerous branches within it for foxes to specialize. The spy, assassin, and command branches were the most well-known, especially as handlers, adjutants, and the upper crust of the clan almost exclusively came from those branches. Messengers also existed, although they were seen as a stepping stone or a cushy job.

But no clan could survive without brute force, and sometimes the subtleties of assassination weren’t enough. Bodyguards protected VIPs all across Pharos from within the shadows. And the enforcer branch provided the grunts that enforced order within the clan or responded to major incidents.

Like every clan, the Garrote Clan had a chief enforcer and trained elite enforcers known as knights. But they were extremely few.

A clan that specialized in working from the shadows didn’t need many thugs and warriors.

“You’ve been away from Pharos for nearly a century,” Nia pressed. “Things have changed since Liorne returned.”

Fara frowned. “It’s hard to believe that given what just happened.”

Her sister winced and looked away, her blue eyes glaring at the setting sun. “True. But that’s politics. My point is that the clan is different. Our chief enforcer has black tails, just like you. He even served in the Imperial Court and trained alongside the Pride Clan.”

That did sound like a huge change in the clan, but Fara was past caring about Alliance politics. She only understood a little of it due to her time working as a monster slayer with the Pride Clan. They were the warrior clan of the alliance, and she had worked with the son of their Chief Enforcer for years.

“We’ve already had this discussion, Nia,” she said quietly.

A sigh came from her sister.

“If you were anyone but my sister, I’d question you more,” Nia said. “Are you sure he’s worth it?”

“I’m happier than I’ve been for longer than I care to remember.”

“Despite everything he is and does?”

Fara gave Nia a sharp look, which was returned with a resolute glare.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Fara hissed.

“I’ve had plenty of free time to look into your King Talarys lately, between spying on behalf of Mina.” Nia raised an eyebrow. “She doesn’t seriously think I haven’t realized that she’s also jumped ship?”

Fara giggled. “She might be in denial. Ariko seemed keen to have her baby girl back, given both her daughters have lived in Pharos for decades now. Plus, I think Mina likes the idea that the village is in the dark about her new employer.”

“I don’t think Ariko has ever looked past her own overgrown tits to see what’s going on around her,” Nia drawled. “That’s a low bar. But you took Mina to that king of yours, and she asked me about Avolar the next time we spoke. She’s a talented girl, but should have known better than to prod me. When she claimed to be interested in a new handler, I kept my ear to the ground to see if she had approached any others—and when she didn’t, it gave her away.”

“I’ll let her know her mistake. She’s gaining a lot of experience lately,” Fara said. “Or maybe I’ll let Rys tell her. She’s like a puppy around him.”

Nia frowned at that. “And that brings us back to him. Are you sure? Because I don’t hear good things about him.”

“Him, or the power he has?” Fara asked, her tone flat.

Silence fell.

“Mostly the latter. Nobody knows a thing about him. Everything I hear is fantasy, or close enough. That tells me he’s dangerous. The sort of person that we shouldn’t be moving the village closer to.” Nia’s eyes flashed. “I can veto that, Fara.”

“I know.” Fara shrugged. “I don’t think he’s any worse than anyone in the Imperial Court could be.”

“Given Imira is in the Imperial Court, that doesn’t mean much,” Nia said.

“I was thinking of this new Shadow Empress that controls all of Pharos.”

“Ah.” Nia chewed on her lip and stared at the fortress below them.

They said nothing for several minutes. The convoy had unloaded into the warehouses and the soldiers shuffled into various barracks. Slowly, the sun descended past the horizon. Torches lit up the walls.

Avolar still used old-fashioned methods in most of their territory. The torches were lit by hand, and needed replacing as they burned out. Fara had long since become used to lights lit by magic users, or even the growing trend of magitech torches.

Vallis had been tearing her hair out due to Rys and Grigor’s desire for more magitech, given how obscenely expensive the generators were. Once Rys conquered the Malus League and had magitech coming out of his ears, Fara imagined that he would be a very happy man.

“That doesn’t make me feel much better,” Nia said. “But I trust you.”

Why? Fara wanted to ask. But she kept her peace. She and Nia had argued like this countless times since her ambitious sister had followed her and Ariko across the ocean.

One day, Fara might find out why Nia had damaged her career prospects in the clan for the sake of living in this tiny little village in the boonies. The least she could do is be kind.

Below them, the changing of the guard took place. As was typical when security was lax, this was when there were fewer guards and almost nobody doing check-ins.

Fara gestured at the fort, then leaped forward. Her tails whirred behind her, channeling magic as she cast a pair of empowerment arrays. She glided over the barren ground. Nia caught up to her moments later, then the two of them sped up.

An observer would see a black and white blur shimmering within the night. Or they would, if Nia hadn’t thrown an illusion over them to create a mirage effect. In the darkness, only a mage or keen-eyed guard would suspect anything was wrong.

Neither spotted them. They reached the palisade and vaulted over it. The guards didn’t even stir as the foxes leaped over their heads.

Then they shot through the darkness behind the buildings and depots. Nia stuck close to Fara.

Soon, Fara found the building that part of the convoy had unloaded into. It was built simply, like a huge barn with a gable roof and two gaping holes at either end. The doors were closed, but when open they could fit two wagons abreast.

“Sound,” Fara said.

Nia obliged and cast another illusion. This one was aural and prevented the door from generating any noise.

The door wasn’t barred or locked. Fara simply pushed it open and slipped through.

“Huh?” a voice uttered from inside.

Four men looked up from a card game in the center of the warehouse. They sat on overturned boxes around a makeshift round table. Their eyes focused on Fara, who was lit up by the torch on the inside of the door.

Before they could even scream in surprise, she was on them. Her tails snapped off a quick force blast and one collapsed to the ground without a jaw and with his windpipe caved in.

Another tried to rise, his hands reaching for the spear leaning by his side. Fara grabbed him by the arm while pinning his leg down, then hurled him over her shoulder. His body twisted in the motion, crushing his bones and organs. He was dead before he hit the ground.

The other two were too far away for Fara to quickly reach. She bit back a curse and prepared for them to raise the alarm.

Then Nia shattered the skull of one with a snap kick as she appeared next to them, before dropping the other to the ground with a sweep. A moment later, she finished him off with a quick stomp of her foot.

The two foxes paused afterward, their ears pricking up. Both of them looked around for others, their eyes glowing as they used magic to scan the darkness around them.

“Clear,” Nia said.

“Yes,” Fara agreed. Then she began to stalk off to where she had sensed a magical signature.

Nia called out to her, “We should burn their bodies. We don’t want to leave evidence.”

Fara gave her a look. “It’s not going to matter. Avolar can’t do anything just because four guards dropped dead.”

“Let’s make it clean,” the other fox insisted. “Burn the bodies, steal some valuables, and leave no other traces. It will look like they deserted. The officers will write this off without investigating. I’m betting you’re looking into something for Mina, and do you think she wants you to be sloppy?”

Damn Nia for bringing Mina into this. Fara had intended to remain behind with Rys, but when Mina had said she was heading north, it had attracted her.

How much was she capable of supporting Rys just by hanging around the palace? Vallis and the duchesses ran the kingdom. Grigor built his army. Even Mina had started being more helpful than Fara.

But without anyone to fight, Fara felt useless. Especially as she didn’t feel ready to ask Rys about her crazy idea yet. As much as she enjoyed her newfound freedom, her lazy days ate away at her thoughts.

“Fine,” Fara said.

The two of them incinerated the four bodies and equipment with their spiritual flames, leaving behind no traces. Fara then left Nia behind to grab some valuable things from nearby.

Meanwhile, she hunted down the real prize.

A half-dozen steel lockboxes sat in a discreet corner of the warehouse, tucked behind firewood. All of them exuded magic and a single rune glowed on the lock securing them.

Fara disrupted the magic keeping one shut with a pair of arrays, then shattered the lock with a snap of her wrist.

“You’re not doing a great job of convincing me that you’re a bad spy,” Nia commented as she approached. “I’ve worked with veterans sloppier than you. How did you even track these into here so easily?”

“Practice,” Fara said. “You spend a lot of time staring at things in Hellgate. We used to make a game of tracking objects in merchant caravans. Observational training, but with other prizes involved.”

Fara opened the box she had unlocked, then grimaced. It was exactly what Mina had feared.

The box was full of crystals, jars full of powders, and various valuable rocks.

“I don’t get it,” Nia said. “These are magical catalysts, right? Don’t armies use these all the time?”

“Avolar doesn’t have the trained mages to need this many.”

“Don’t their Kinadain knights use evocation?” Nia asked.

“When’s the last time you saw a wolfkin knight use a proper spellcasting ritual?” Fara gave her sister a look. “Catalysts aren’t used for ordinary spells. They’re for rituals. Mages get together and cast huge barriers or bombard entire armies with fireballs. Avolar has a handful of Sages and mages. These are for someone else.”

“The Malus League.”

Fara nodded.

If Avolar was transporting magical catalysts to the front line, that meant they had military support from the League. Rys and Grigor would need to make preparations for a much rougher war than they had likely expected.

“I just wish I knew how they got these up here,” Fara muttered as she closed the box. “This many boxes could probably be smuggled using a crude method, but the League planned to move many more artifacts in the future.”

Nia grimaced. “I have a bad feeling I know the answer to that. Let’s take this box and leave.”

They left as quietly as they had arrived. The only evidence of their intrusion were the missing guards and supplies. Avolar wouldn’t know what had happened.

Hours passed as both of them ran across the bleak foothills, back to the village.

They stopped short of the mountains themselves as they spotted a figure in the distance. As both of them prepared arrays, they recognized who was approaching them.

“Mina. Of course.” Nia sighed. “We have a few minutes before she reaches us.”

Fara frowned. It was now or never, she realized.

“Nia, I’ve been thinking about something,” she said.

“That’s a tone that suggests you shouldn’t be. Thinking, that is.”

“Cute. But you know the rough history of Imira, don’t you?” Fara pushed.

Nia shot her a look that told her to drop this topic. Fara didn’t.

“You compared me to Liorne earlier, but that only made me think of the more obvious comparison,” Fara said, staring into the distance as Mina approached. “Imira was a mystic fox from the Garrote Clan once. An enforcer, even. She vanished for almost a century, and now serves the Imperial Court as an Archon. Despite being clanless, she’s the most powerful fox alive.”

“I wouldn’t call her a fox,” Nia snapped, the hairs on her ears and tails rising. She grimaced and looked away. “Fara, I said that I trust you, and I always will love you as a sister, but… please. Whatever you’re thinking, step away from this abyss. There is a reason that havoc foxes are not welcome in the Alliance.”

“I didn’t say I was going that far,” Fara said quietly. “But I am going to be clanless soon, and in the service of a power other than the Six-Star Alliance. It helps to look to others for guidance. Imira might be a havoc fox, but nobody can deny her strength.”

Nia refused to look at Fara.

Slowly, Mina got closer. They could make out her face and white ears and tails.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Nia said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

A pause.

“I never told the clan about your refusal to return.”

Fara stared at her sister.

Nia smiled bitterly. “The village is in convalescence. That includes orders for you, as far as I’m concerned. By the time this is all resolved, maybe it won’t matter.”

“What won’t matter?” Mina chirped as she stopped in front of them. Her ears drooped as she took in the serious expressions of her aunts. “Uh…”

“It’s nothing, Mina,” Fara said, shaking her head. “We’ve confirmed that Avolar is transporting magical catalysts to the front line. We should assume the worst. Nia, what was your suspicion earlier about how they’re smuggling things in?”

Nia nodded. “You’ve been assuming the handler in Avolar is Gold Clan, haven’t you?”

Mina’s eyes practically popped out of her skull as Fara and Nia openly discussed intelligence affairs for Rys. The two older foxes ignored her.

Fara narrowed her eyes at Nia, then gestured for her to continue.

“Neither of you know much about the politics in the Alliance, so that’s a normal assumption. But the answer is likely found in the smuggling network. The archipelago is rife with different intelligence networks: Gorgria, the Federation, us, and the Gold Clan,” Nia explained. “But we’re the best. After all, we need to supply an entire village without being noticed and have been here for nearly a century.”

“You’re saying that the handler is one of us?” Mina blurted out.

Nia nodded. “That would fit the Gold Clan’s MO. If they’re caught, then the blame falls on us. Somebody in the Garrote Clan is probably selling us out and trying to buy influence elsewhere in the alliance.”

“Then I guess we have a traitorous fox to root out,” Fara said coldly.

Nia gave her a sidelong look, while Mina nodded grimly.

Whatever happened, Fara knew that this wouldn’t be the end of Pharosian politics. Rys needed to prepare himself for increased interest from mystic foxes in the future.


Chapter 23


“So the village plans to relocate?” Rys asked.

“Yep,” Mina chirped from beside him, her tails swishing back and forth.

The pair of them walked along one of the exterior walkways around the central courtyard. Rys was technically late for a meeting with Vallis and Grigor.

Not that he could be late, given he was the king.

“Everyone who matters is on board,” Mina continued. “Auntie Nia was the deciding vote, really. I didn’t realize she had so much influence. She’s a few decades younger than Fara and only has four tails.”

“She’s a spy, right?”

“Yeah…” Mina trailed off, biting her lip.

“I take it she’s worked out what you’re up to.” Rys raised an eyebrow.

“Also yeah.” Sighing, Mina tugged his arm toward the courtyard itself.

He let her lead him on a detour. Vallis could wait a few minutes while he assuaged Mina.

“I don’t think it’s a problem yet, but something happened between her and Fara,” the spymaster said as they walked between the hedges toward the central fountain. “Nia just chided me about being more careful. I thought my cover story was plausible, but I treated her more like family than an opponent.”

“How would you handle her in the future?” Rys asked.

“I wouldn’t,” Mina said flatly, avoiding his gaze. “I’d tell Fara to go butter up her little sister.”

Rys chuckled. “Smart. Everyone has weaknesses and blind spots. It’s wiser to avoid tackling them head on.”

“You don’t think I’m weak because I don’t want to face her?”

“Maybe you’ll need to do that one day, but that sort of decision comes with a cost. Part of that cost might be personal—she is your aunt. Part of it will be losing connections, as it sounds like Nia has connections within your clan,” he explained.

Mina remained silent as they approached the fountain. She stepped up to its edge and stared up at the water spraying into the air. Her tails lightly brushed against Rys.

“You know, I wondered if you would change after you had me in your grasp,” she said.

Other than raising an eyebrow, he didn’t respond.

Continuing, Mina said, “I need what you’re offering me, more than you need me. Auntie Nia reminded me that I’ve stepped away from everything I know. So I expected you to start tightening your grip. That I’d find out some dark truth. Instead, you’re just…”

She trailed off with a huff.

“You’re not going to say that I’m kind, are you?” Rys asked.

“No.” Mina giggled. “In a way, you are, but not intentionally. I understand why Fara calls you an asshole all the time. You’re deeply pragmatic and manipulative. But you’re also trying to develop me and help me. It’s hard to deal with.”

“Is this where you talk about good and evil, like Fara?”

“I think I got different lessons to her,” Mina mused. Her tails curled up close to her body. “Maybe enforcers get taught about evil as black and white because they’re expected to just kill the clan’s enemies.”

“But you weren’t?” he asked.

“I had quite a few lessons in identifying evil,” she said. “It’s hard to explain them, as they took place over decades. But I was taught principles with which to assess evil, as well as three primary categories. Pharos and the Alliance have a history of conquerors and dangerous powers that need quelling.”

“Not to be annoying, but that sounds nonspecific. I could say that about Gauron, except its recent history involves several wars that threatened to end the continent,” Rys said.

Mina smirked and finally looked at him. “Recent? You mean the last millennium?”

“I know what I said.”

“Heh. Well, I was told one story. The previous alliance chief and the Pride Clan’s chief enforcer apparently sealed away some great evil that threatened all of Pharos over two centuries ago. He was what they call a ‘prideful evil’—one whose delusions of grandeur would bring ruin,” she explained.

Rys didn’t miss that this “great evil” had a gender and was presumably an individual. Curious.

“What are the others?” he asked.

“Destructive evils are the monsters that plague Pharos. Corrupting evils are those that would turn those against their nature. There is some sort of ‘all-consuming’ evil that I think only older foxes are taught.” Mina frowned. “I got the feeling that one was subtle, and perhaps why I was being taught this.”

“It’s a curious thing to be taught,” he said, crossing his arms. “Especially as they’re all considered forms of evil. Am I a corrupting evil, then?”

“Maybe. Despite all the lessons, I don’t really know what makes something evil. A lot of it was about disruptions to the natural order. But what’s natural? The shadow empress didn’t count as evil, despite the fact she seized near total control of Pharos recently.” Mina smiled bitterly.

“Does it matter?” Rys asked.

“If I’m committing myself to you, I want to understand what I’m doing,” she said, her eyes searching his. “I feel like I didn’t think about why I wanted to serve my clan. Now, I’m going to be questioned about why I’m serving you. It feels like a double standard, but…”

For the first time since they got here, Mina quietened. She looked away from him.

Rys didn’t know what she was worrying about, but in this case, he didn’t need to know the specifics.

“You can’t do anything about the unfairness of the world,” he said. “Focusing on what you can accomplish is smarter. I feel that you’re doing that already.”

“Yeah,” she said softly. Then smiled up at him. “I did want to ask whether your pragmatism and stoicism was normal back in your time. A lot of the elder foxes I met were bitter asses.”

He laughed. “I worked for a devil who holds a millennia old grudge and still fights a strange proxy war over it. Nothing’s changed. That makes it fairly easy for me to settle in, to be honest.”

“Settle in and corrupt the youth, turning cute little foxes like me into your personal servants.” Mina placed her hands behind her back, flattened her tails and ears, and twisted back and forth.

Rys poked her in the forehead and she giggled at him.

“Am I wrong?” she whispered, eyes nearly glowing bright amber. She took a step closer to him and her hands settled on his hips.

“No. After all, I don’t like to deny cute little foxes what they want,” he said.

Her face turned red, but she held her ground. Her top was loose around her chest, as usual, and she seemed to be trying to attract his attention to the massive valley there.

“Try seducing me when I’m not running late for a meeting with my viceroy,” he said, rubbing her sides.

A gasp escaped her in response to his touch. She licked her lips and pouted half-heartedly. “Don’t pretend that Vallis doesn’t love it when you show up smelling of other women. I bet you’d fuck Fara if she did this.”

“Fara would wait until I wasn’t busy,” he said.

Mina’s tails seemed to bounce every time he moved. He pressed his fingers against her skin, and he felt them dig into her soft flesh. Her mouth hung open for a moment, tongue lolling between her lips.

“You seem to be enjoying this.” He smirked at her.

Then he pulled his arms away. She whined and physically grabbed them, dragging him back to his previous position.

“Tease,” she muttered. “I bet you’ll fuck Maria into the floor of your office the moment you’re done.”

Rys knew where he’d find Mina after his next item of business. Lurking in the ducts above his office, with her hands in her crotch.

“Why don’t you come with me to meet with her and Vallis?” he suggested, and pulled away again.

This time, Mina didn’t stop him. Although she did whine again.

“Also, I was thinking of Fara. She came back with you, right?” he said as he resumed his walk toward Vallis’s office.

“Mmm.” Mina shrugged, falling into step. “She seemed distracted. I expected her to spend more time in the village, but she found an excuse to run off.”

“Didn’t she help you up there?” he asked. “The reason she went was because you wanted to be certain of what the succubi were reporting.”

“Sure, but it was a little lonely.” Mina leaped in front of him and walked backward, as if desperate to keep his eyes on her. “I haven’t really spent much time around Mom or most of the village for years, given I came back to…”

Her lips thinned. After a moment, she sighed and stared up at the ceiling as they walked. “Anyway, I thought that it’d be like when I was little. I’d be with Mom and my aunts, but older. It didn’t really work out that way.”

“Do you think Fara was avoiding anyone?” He pushed Mina aside as she backed into a door, then stepped through it.

“Shouldn’t you know better than me?” Mina asked. “Maybe I’m just feeling nostalgic. Sarae wouldn’t have been there either. And Mom seems to have stopped sleeping around at some point.”

“Sarae’s your sister, right?” Rys asked.

Also, Mina’s impression of her mother sounded different from how Fara described her. The most he had heard about Ariko was that she had slept with somebody while working as a Messenger, at roughly the same time that Fara met Vallis’s grandfather.

Evidently, that sort of behavior hadn’t stopped after leaving Pharos.

“Yeah,” Mina said. “She’s training as a spy right now, but bounced between branches. Enforcer, assassin, and now a spy. She’s flighty.”

“Harsh words for your sister.”

“I can call her worse things if you’d like?” She giggled. “Anyway, things went well. The village is relocating, Fara confirmed that the League is supporting Avolar, and I have a lead to look into about the spymaster helping them.”

The two of them ascended to the second floor, where Vallis’s office was. Her door was wide open.

He saw Tyrisa sitting at her desk, her pen flying across paperwork. The piles of forms and records in front of her looked far too large for a single day of work. Rys eyed one warily.

“I’ll deliver these to your office once I’m finished,” the knowledge devil chirped, once she noticed him.

He swore that her eyes gleamed evilly.

“I’m not sure I need to look over two feet of paperwork, Tyrisa,” he said.

“Really? But you said you were interested in the military, logistics, and major project approvals?” she replied, tilting her head as she feigned innocence.

He glared at her, while Mina pranced away with a smirk.

“I don’t think I’ve seen a single document on those for weeks.” He paused. “And what major projects?”

“Shouldn’t Vallis explain those to you? I just do the paperwork.”

“I’ll drop half the pile on your head if you’re wasting my time,” he warned. “I’ll talk to Vallis about this.”

He did remember her bringing up a couple of infrastructure projects recently, but also that she still had difficulty finding money for them. While his advice to her last time had sped things up, Rys still needed to help with a lot of matters.

Vallis desired guidance. The least he could do was provide it.

But he refused to indulge in Tyrisa’s paperwork fetish. If he let her roam freely, she’d turn his new kingdom into the New Infernal Empire.

The thought caused Rys to shudder.

Tyrisa pouted at him. “You’re good at paperwork. When Alsia needed help with all the records I wanted for her new farming project and the land transfers from Maria’s duchy, you were done before your maids even delivered lunch.”

“The reason I’m a good paper pusher is precisely why I hate the job,” he said. “I spent decades under Lacrissa, helping her with the endless tide of paperwork that poured into her office due to the dozen courts she was in.”

“Dozen!?” Tyrisa physically leaped into the air. “How? I’ve heard that some succubi get off on paperwork, but I’ve known knowledge devils who have literally died from overwork in the Devil Queen’s inner courts.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Royal devils—and Lacrissa is the equivalent, even if she doesn’t serve Ariel—serve in multiple courts. Lacrissa served in Malusian’s court, ran her own court, was a special advisor in the courts of her top succubi, and was part of Ruathym’s superior court. Not to mention all the committees she sat on, and the company boards she was involved with.”

The stare that Tyrisa gave him suggested she was somewhere between amazed, shocked, and utterly confused.

“Superior court?” she asked. “Boards?”

“Everything had a court, or an equivalent, in the Empire. Even I had a court once I became a general, and Lacrissa showed up occasionally.” Rys scowled at the memories of the bitch attempting to show him up in his own seat of power. “The cities were ruled by multiple courts. I don’t think I need to explain what a company board is?”

“No, but why would a royal devil waste her time on one?” Tyrisa sneered. “They’re playthings for weaker devils in Hell. Nobody takes them seriously.”

“Would you say the same about the larger companies on Harrium?” he asked. “Compagnon was a company. And isn’t there a company that dominates all trade between Pharos and Gauron?”

“The Eastern Winds Trading Company,” she muttered, face reddening. “Okay, so I guess they mean more here. They invited powerful devils to run them?”

“They were owned by devils. Usually, elves ran them and some owned shares in them. Rarely, dragons and dwarves were involved.”

“Never humans?” Tyrisa asked.

Rys laughed. “I know why you’re asking, but damn. I feel old. If somebody asked that back then, they’d sound like a simpleton.”

“You were powerful,” she pointed out.

“Nobody considered me a human. After the Cataclysm, I just became another infernal to everyone. Humans don’t survive encounters with archangels, or lay siege to angelic cities,” he said. “By then, I didn’t need to do my own paperwork.”

Rys glared at the little knowledge devil, who looked to one side.

“You’re still good at it,” she muttered.

“I guarantee that once you have your own staff of knowledge devils, you’ll feel the same way as I do,” he said.

Probably. Maybe.

He suspected she might still enjoy it a lot. An image popped into his head of Tyrisa sneaking into an office at night to correct her subordinate’s mistakes.

Yeah, that seemed realistic.

“You’re thinking something mean.” She pouted at him in reality.

“One day you’ll grow up and I won’t feel the desire to bully you,” he said.

She glared at him. “I am grown up. Do you feel that way about the Darus Twins?”

He had.

Now they acted clingy and became glassy-eyed if he brought up other women.

“I don’t think bullying is how I’d describe my future actions toward them,” he said diplomatically.

Tyrisa reddened. “I… When you eventually summon them, I can watch, right?” Her hands fidgeted below her desk.

What did she think he was going to do to Darus when he summoned them? Maybe he should pick Tyrisa’s brains for ideas in the future.

“Sure,” he said. “Remember, only give me paperwork that I need to do.”

He walked away while maintaining eye contact with Tyrisa. That lasted far longer than necessary, given how obscenely large Vallis’s office was.

Vallis sat behind her desk, with Grigor leaning over her. The two were considering a hand-drawn map of the region. Maria and Mina stood to the side, giggling about something inappropriate.

“Have fun bullying my secretary?” Vallis asked Rys with a grin.

“Your chief of staff, you mean,” he corrected.

“She calls herself that, but I don’t have any staff.”

“Technically, everyone in the castle counts.”

She blinked, then looked at Grigor. “Huh. Do you think so, Grigs?”

“I believe that Terry sees you as his superior. The same could be said about the imps,” Grigor rumbled.

A scowl crossed Vallis’s face. “I refuse to consider the imps my subordinates. Conniving little shits.”

After some more whining, they shifted to the topic of the meeting. Mina and Maria joined them.

“Before we get started, I wanted to ask if you had anything major planned?” Rys asked. “Tyrisa mentioned some projects.”

“Oh, right.” Vallis nodded, then leaned back. “I probed Tarmouth about investors for expanding Port Mayfield and our roads south to Fort Foret. Things got weird, fast.”

“Threats?” Maria asked, frowning. “Compagnon had agents in Tarmouth who pushed back if anyone asked for external funding. They were good at scaring away investors.”

“Nah. At first, I got nothing. Tarmouth’s council have already committed a fair bit of money to us, and that’s likely come from their biggest players. Everybody else is from another nation, right?” Vallis gestured as if this was obvious. “I had pretty low hopes, but thought that maybe some foreigner might fancy a gamble.”

“Did they?” Mina asked, furrowing her brow. “I don’t have agents in Tarmouth yet. The city is full of mages, so they’ll detect infernals immediately. No point angering an ally.”

Vallis shook her head. “A noble from Gorgria approached me. And not someone from the RGK, but from Torfunburg, the independent city that the League nearly razed years ago.”

“Sounds like they’d have reason to support us,” Rys said.

“Sure, but where did they get the money?” Vallis bit her lip. “I won’t bore you with Gorgrian politics, but the western half of the island is ruled by a bunch of minor nobles. Queen Faeris funded Torfunburg’s reconstruction. I don’t see where they’d get the cash to fund us.”

“Is it a consortium?” he asked.

“He claimed otherwise, but how can I know. I’m inclined to say that money doesn’t stink, but…”

“I think we should know who’s funding us, or we might get bitten,” Mina said. “Especially given we know somebody else using Gorgria as a cover.”

His foxy spymaster gave him a look.

“Mave,” Rys said. “He warned us about Avolar and uses Gorgria’s spy network as his own. It might be wise to assume this is connected. Anything else?”

“Uh, some of the funds are also coming from a questionable source. One of the foreign merchant shipowners gave us a huge pile of Pharosian credit notes,” Vallis said.

“Isn’t that what we desired?” Grigor uttered.

“Sure, but not from a merchant, and not in such a shady way. This feels like hot money. The merchants who own and sail the massive galleons between continents are filthy rich, but their assets are tied up. They don’t just show up and dump cash on us, with no real promise of return.” Vallis rolled her eyes.

“What are we paying them for this investment?” Rys asked.

“The port is an equity investment. They get a share of the taxes and fees. The money for the roads is basically free, as it’s tied to the port. If they wanted a piece of the port, they needed to give us extra cash for the road.”

“That’s a pretty shit deal,” Mina said.

“They gave me the money, didn’t they? I pushed hard once I smelled a rat.”

“Pharosian credit notes, though…” the fox bit her lip and looked out the window.

“Something wrong, Mina?” Rys asked.

“The Imperial Court funds basically all its external operations using those. Nobody uses them in Pharos. We have our own currency,” she explained. “With that said, the notes are also mired in corruption. There’s an entire unit of foxes in the capital dedicated to detecting fraudulent credit notes, given how many the foreign merchants push through.”

“Seems like it would be easy to detect given your continent is closed to foreigners,” Vallis mused.

“Sure, except the Eastern Winds Trading Company has an exemption from the Emperor, and is owned by imperial nobles,” Mina said. “Archon Imira sits on their board, which gives them a sliver of legitimacy, as she’s in charge of all foreign affairs in Pharos.

Rys rubbed the bridge of his nose. “So both of our investors are suspicious, and potentially connected to foreign rulers?”

“Basically,” Vallis chirped with a grin. “At least we don’t need to worry about repaying the loans. What are they going to do with a minority share of the port?”

“I’m more concerned that I’ve already attracted so much attention outside the island, and potentially the archipelago,” Rys growled.

He sincerely hoped that whoever was behind the Pharosian investment wasn’t connected to anybody powerful, but he had to suspect the worst. There was some strange politics taking place within the foxes’ Six-Star Alliance, after all.

“Anyway, I need to head to Port Mayfield shortly to finalize expansion plans,” Vallis explained. “That’s why I wanted to deal with these military matters. Although I don’t know if there’s much to discuss.”

“Is there, Grigor?” Rys asked.

“I wish for your approval regarding my plans to levy the locals, and to know if you plan to summon any more infernals,” the demon prince said.

“No to the latter. Take me through the former.”

As the meeting descended into boring minutiae, Rys pondered the growing web of politics he found himself enveloped in.

While he might not be in the Empire anymore, this level of complexity felt familiar. Geopolitics was never easy. But for him, it was always fun.

Eventually, the meeting wound down. Maria followed him as he retreated to his atelier, as he wanted to avoid Tyrisa’s paperwork a little longer.

She remained silent during the walk, which likely meant whatever she wanted to talk about was reasonably important. Maria disliked talking about cabinet matters in the corridors for security reasons.

Rys stepped into his atelier and gestured for her to enter. He took a seat behind his desk and summoned a plush chair to his side for Maria to sit in.

“You’re not busy, are you?” she asked while taking a seat.

“I haven’t been busy for quite a while,” he noted drily.

She frowned. “The meeting bored you, didn’t it?”

“It was necessary. I am a king. But yes, a lot of the mundanities bore me,” he said. “What did you want?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I can arrange the remaining military affairs with Grigor. He knows enough, and when it is best to ask you for more guidance. Perhaps I should rely on his judgment more.”

“Maria, you’re in my office more than either Vallis or Alsia. If you were a bother, I’d have already stopped you,” he pointed out.

“Yes, but…” She grinned at him, then bent down in front of him. Her long white dress spilled across the floor. “Most of the time I’m in your office, it’s as your pet duchess. Do you have time for your pet now, Rys?”

He reached out, grabbed her horns, and pressed Maria against his crotch. She gasped, then smiled as she felt his hardening cock.

“There’s never a time that I don’t,” he said.

“I’m glad,” she said.

Her hands deftly undid his pants. His cock didn’t even have a chance to breathe in the air before it vanished into Maria’s mouth. She pressed herself against his crotch, inhaling his scent and enjoying the feeling of his cock growing in her throat.

He reached beneath her head and held a hand against her neck. A bulge grew as he reached his full size, and Maria shuddered.

Then he pushed her off him. She stared at him in surprise. But no hurt entered her eyes. Instead, she patiently waited for his next action or command.

“Lay on the floor,” he said.

“Yes, Rys,” she said, eyes curving with pleasure. “On my back or chest?”

“Back.”

Maria giggled and pulled down her top before she followed his order. Her obscenely huge tits burst out, and she then undid her silver lingerie.

Once she lay on her back, her naked breasts available to him, Rys kneeled over her.

No doubt she imagined that he was going to stick his cock between her tits. This was what normally happened, after all.

Maria only had a few moments to stare at him in surprise when he kneeled over her face, instead of her chest. Then he placed his cock against her mouth and waited for her to open it.

She did, of course. He slammed himself down her throat, watching as it bulged from his sheer size. Her entire body bounced from the motion, and her tits jiggled like pale balloons.

Rys didn’t allow her to settle. He simply thrust over and over into Maria’s throat. Not that she needed much time to grow used to him. Maria loved this. Her fingers crept beneath her dress and he watched as she began to finger herself.

Within a few short minutes, Rys reached his limit. He pressed his cock deep inside Maria’s throat.

Fat ropes of white filled her stomach, and she gurgled around his length. Bubbles blew up where his crotch and her mouth met.

Rys pulled out, then showered her with more seed. Her face, mouth, and stomach were all painted white.

Maria, the duchess of Anceston, lay on the floor of the palace with a face covered in cum. She even sucked the rest of it out of his tip for good measure.

“Can we do that in your office next?” she asked. Then her eyes lit up. “Or maybe my office?”

He stroked her curly silver hair as he helped her stand. “Maybe. Now, what was it you wanted to talk to me about earlier?”

“Well, it was just a minor military matter, but…”

If dealing with boring minutiae was the price of enjoying Maria like that, he’d accept it. It kept her happy after all.

Because not every day could be so happy or easygoing.


Chapter 24
VALLIS



Aconvoy of carriages trundled west to Port Mayfield, moving along one of the Kingdom of Kavolara’s major roads. A forest of leafless trees surrounded the convoy, and the road passed along a steep embankment.

A large armed escort walked on foot beside the magitech carriages. Almost all of them were Kinadain, wearing a wide variety of clothes and armor. Several demons of differing sizes mingled with them. A single massive noble demon sat atop the lead carriage, and had a bird’s beak, armored carapace, and bulging muscles.

The noble demon’s red eyes narrowed as he stared up at the ridge line far above. It was a bright day, but his vision was powered by magic. He didn’t give a damn about getting the sun in his eyes.

Inside the third carriage, Vallis leafed through a book about taxes. A tome, really. That term was usually reserved for magical texts, but she felt it applied to this book.

She liked to consider herself fairly smart, but this book was denser than the theoretical texts she had read when studying to become a mage.

“I don’t remember you reading so much earlier in the year,” her companion said from the opposing seats in the carriage.

Margrim chewed on a cigarette, or what was left of one.

“You can smoke in the carriage, you know,” Vallis said, bothered by the sight of an Ashen not smoking.

She was pretty sure the albino devils smoked in their sleep. Where they got the cigarettes remained a mystery to her, but she suspected it had something to do with the imps. Unless the Ashen had some sort of conjuration magic that only worked for tobacco.

Margrim burned through over a hundred cigarettes a day, so she didn’t complain. The Ashen would bankrupt the kingdom if she had to pay for their vice.

“Nah, it’s impolite,” he grunted. “I can survive a few hours without a hit. Dunno when the boss is gonna make you immortal, neither.”

The idea of Rys going out of his way to keep her by his side for the rest of his life caused a tingle to run through Vallis’s body.

“I might become a mage first, and work out how to stop my aging process,” she said.

“I said immortality, not the cheap shit you humans mistake for it,” Margrim said with a grin. “Name the last human mage to live for over two hundred years?”

She blinked. During her studies, she had gone over countless famous mages.

“Kushan?” she offered.

Margrim scowled. “Okay, maybe. But he cheated. Bastard made a deal with the Devil Queen.”

“Rys, then.”

“I bet you my year’s pay that he’ll laugh in your face if you call him human.”

“He pays you?” Vallis asked.

“Funny.” The Ashen rolled his eyes and produced another cigarette from his robe. He began to chew on it. “Yeah, he pays us. Free rent, free food, a free one-way ticket to Harrium, entertainment, and who knows what comes next. Also, if I ask you for cash, I bet you’ll pay me.”

He was right about that. The only reason that Vallis didn’t pay wages to the infernals was that they showed precisely zero interest in money.

The demons gambled over cards and other games for most of their waking hours, but she was pretty sure it didn’t amount to anything other than pride. Vallis had learned not to gamble against an infernal, however.

“Okay, so, other than the two obvious examples, I can’t think of any old mages,” Vallis admitted, returning to the topic. “I thought magic could stop aging?”

“Nah. It just stops the human body from aging, but you’re made up of more than a body.” Margrim pointed at her chest—probably her heart, more specifically.

“My soul?”

“Maybe? Could be your magical essence, too. I just know that you mortals run out of steam at some point. The boss is immortal because he powers his body and magical essence with infernal energies. Fucked if I know what he does about his soul, though,” Margrim said.

“If one stops working, I guess it makes sense that someone would die,” Vallis said.

A person comprised four things: the mind, body, soul, and magical essence. Both the soul and magical essence existed in non-material planes, and were nearly impossible to affect with ordinary magic.

Keyword: ordinary. The magic of divine beings such as angels and infernals was anything but.

She continued, saying, “Magic that messes with the soul is basically unheard of. It’s forbidden magic, even. Banned on Gauron.”

“Bet those chucklefucks in the Malus League love it,” he replied.

“We can’t really insult them for using forbidden magic given what Rys does.”

“Sure I can. The boss is probably the most knowledgeable sorcerer in fucking history. The League mages are children playing with fire. Our princes have told me some stories about how the boss and the Archdevil Kauros used to get into pissing contests in the dying days of the Empire. You can’t compare them.” Margrim sighed.

“Does he bother you?” Vallis asked.

“I worry about what happens when the boss becomes his old self. Since he broke that… whatever the fuck it is we found in the Labyrinth, he’s felt different. Acted the same, but he can fling around more hellfire by himself than a dozen of me.” Margrim waved her off. “The Prince-General says he’s good, and it’s not like I have a choice, so I’ll stick it out.”

“Grigor was weak once, too,” she said.

“He was always a Kashlovian, though. I’m a common devil.” Margrim stared out the window and narrowed his eyes. There was a long pause before he finished. “I hit the peak of my power decades ago. Experience can only take me so far.”

Those words sent a chill down Vallis’s spine, but she pushed it away. “You’re important to me, as Viceroy. Without you, Terry, Taras, and the others, everything would be far worse.”

Margrim didn’t reply. Instead, he licked his lips and continued to stare out the window, to the north.

“Margrim?” Vallis asked.

The Ashen began to move toward her. A moment later, the brakes of the carriage squealed. The entire vehicle slammed to a shuddering stop. She squealed and flew across the cabin.

Margrim caught her and set her back down in a single movement. He remained standing beside the door.

“What the hell, Margrim?” she asked. Then she noticed his demeanor as he stepped over to the other window and peered out. “… something’s wrong.”

“Buncha folks following us along the ridge,” he grunted, then pointed at his eyes. “Can’t see them, but us infernals don’t rely on eyes like you do.”

“Soulsight,” Vallis said, referring to the magical vision that angels and infernals possessed.

Internally, she felt calmer than expected.

Ambushes had become a fact of life since meeting Rys. Even before then, she had bumped into debt collectors more than a few times. The fact Rys had saved her from near certain death and worse had been an inevitability, given how close she had flown to the sun before.

Recently, her escorts had crushed her assailants with ease. This situation felt different. Margrim was agitated.

“Yeah.” He paced back to the other side of the carriage. “Can’t see any on the downward slope, but that doesn’t mean anything. They could be far enough away that I can’t see ‘em. The bastards up there have been slipping in and out of vision for a while now.”

“How…” Vallis stopped herself before asking a question she knew the answer to.

Mental communication was nothing new to her. Margrim had mental communication, while she had her sendings.

The Ashen had conferred with the rest of her escorts once he noticed something was wrong. That was why the carriage had come to a halt.

“Are we getting out? Or are you going to deal with them?” she asked.

He ignored her and instead gripped the door handle. A ball of hellfire appeared in his free hand, causing her to jump.

Vallis jumped to her feet as she realized how bad everything might be outside.

Had… had an attack already taken place? The carriage wasn’t soundproofed that well, was it?

Margrim shoved the door open with a grunt and leaped out. No arrows or spells flew at him, and nobody rushed him. He gestured for Vallis to join him. She stepped out from the carriage, leaving her books and paperwork behind.

The convoy was a scene of surprising silence. The Kinadain had their weapons out and surrounded each of the carriages, with a large cluster building up near the front. Meanwhile, the demons and Ashen providing an escort moved in utter silence.

Margrim didn’t say a word, at least physically. His voice entered her head a moment later, “Don’t speak. They might pick up on the sound. There are several mages with them, and more ahead.”

“Ahead?” she asked using mindspeak, looking down the road where the Kinadain were gathering.

Another voice butted in, that of the noble demon, Terry, who commanded the escort, “We’ve seen three groups, Viceroy. One following us above the ridge, another that has cut off the road behind us, and one blockading the road ahead. All with mages.”

“You’re sure?” she asked. The demons hadn’t seen the enemy, after all.

As she responded, Terry jumped down from the carriage he sat on. He was nearly twice her height. While Terry usually commanded palace security, since Grigor had increased the escorts for her and Maria, the noble demon had accompanied her whenever she left the palace.

This was the first time she had ever seen him so active. He was one of the noble demons who came with Grigor originally and had an almost infectious laziness.

Now, he looked around with tense muscles. His eyes glowed, and she felt a genuine sense of danger from him. If she had anything to fear from him, she’d be scared witless of him.

“Demonic soulsight can sense magical power. If the demons say they’re mages, then they’re mages,” Margrim said. “Can we break through? If we move fast enough with the carriages, they might not catch up.”

Terry looked directly at her when he answered. “We don’t know what traps and barricades they might have. Or if they have more forces. I won’t risk it.”

Risk her. Vallis understood what he really meant.

For possibly the first time in her life, she was the most important person in a dangerous situation. The infernals could easily smash through the ambushers. Maybe the Kinadain could as well.

But doing that when Vallis’s life was at stake? Mercenaries would abandon her without a second thought, or even make a deal with her enemies. She had experienced that too many times.

Ironic that demons had a stronger sense of duty than many of the humans she knew.

“The alternative is shit, too,” Margrim muttered mentally.

“Um, should I contact Rys?” Vallis asked, butting into their argument. “Or have you already done so?”

They both stared at her if she had transformed into a horrible monster about to consume them. She winced.

“I don’t have to,” she mumbled.

“No, do it,” Margrim said, but he lit up a cigarette while responding. “The Prince-General is busy and I don’t think the chief can reach us anywhere near as fast. Can’t say I know much about the new fox or the succubus she has in the region. I don’t like asking the boss to do our job, but you’re the Viceroy.”

Mina had a succubus in the region? What the hell was she doing, letting such a huge ambush slip through her fingers?

“I swear you infernals are the only people who remember,” she said while preparing a sending for Rys.

Terry and Margrim gave her an odd look, before returning to their argument.

The sending only took a moment to prepare. She kept her words short.

“Rys, being ambushed by mages. Lots of attackers. You might want to send some help,” she said.

The reply was instant. Unfortunately, so was the reaction from her escorts. Their heads snapped up to the top of the ridge, and they cursed.

“Fuck, they’ve noticed we’re not moving,” Margrim spat aloud. “No more time to argue.”

Vallis’s eyes widened, but Rys’s response entered her mind a moment later.

“I will be there,” he said.

Those four words made her knees weak. Then she yelped as her feet left the ground, and she wondered if she had collapsed from the shock of Rys being so confident.

No, she realized. Terry had just plucked her from the ground in order to protect her. He didn’t look at her, instead placing his back to the ridge.

“Rys is coming,” Vallis gasped out.

“Then we need to buy time,” Margrim said, face like stone. “Get her out of here!”

“What?” she snapped. “Margrim—”

Terry didn’t give her time to argue, and instead roared something in his guttural demonic tongue. While she knew a couple of languages, demonic wasn’t one of them.

She did have a ring that translated it, however. Rys had crafted it for her. Terry’s shout translated roughly to “We’re going.”

More roars rose from the convoy as the remaining demons joined in. They brandished their weapons in the air and began to back away.

“Kinadain warriors, with me,” Terry said. “Margrim, fight well!”

“I don’t fight well, I fight smart,” Margrim said.

Huge orbs of hellfire appeared in his hands. The other pair of Ashen in the convoy joined him. Some of the Kinadain and a few demons remained with them.

But everybody else ran south, down the hill and away from the known ambushers.

Vallis watched as Margrim vanished behind the carriages. Explosions rippled throughout the forest and she saw plumes of flame and smoke consume her vision. Within seconds, she couldn’t see anything near the road or convoy.

Fireballs flew overhead and set the rest of the forest ablaze. One of the carriages tumbled down another side of the hill, sending flames and smoke everywhere.

Terry sprinted past it all. The other demons kept pace with him, despite the poor terrain.

The ground was covered in dead leaves, their path filled with trees of all shapes and sizes, and tree roots and holes were scattered before them. But the demons didn’t slow. The world blurred as Terry ran like the demon he was, far faster than any normal human could.

Behind them, the Kinadain tried to keep pace. But despite their magical abilities, they couldn’t keep up.

Terry could knock over trees if they got in his way and pulverized anything small that got in his path. The Kinadain would be turned into paste if they ran into a solid log of wood at this speed.

Vallis could only watch as shouts and the sound of battle crept down the hill after them.

Suddenly, Terry roared and changed direction, peeling off to his left. Most of the demons joined him, but a few stopped and raised weapons.

Moments later, arrows and spells burst from the trees beyond. The thunder of falling trees filled Vallis’s ears. Men screamed battle cries as they charged at them from a thousand feet away.

She barely heard one of them screaming orders.

“They’re heading east! Let them know they’ve got company,” one of the ambushers shouted.

The accent was foreign. Likely from Gauron, but none of the attackers appeared to wear any emblems or regalia that gave away who had sent them.

“Terry, there’s another group,” Vallis said.

He grunted, his eyes scanning the surrounding trees. “I know.”

Oh. Fuck.

Chances are that he’d known about the group they ran into. His soulsight worked at a much longer range than the ambush had been triggered at.

How many people were trying to kill her? Letting a few assassins sneak into the palace servants was one thing, but this felt like a small army in the Kingdom.

Her thoughts were interrupted as the forest exploded around them. Splinters erupted into the air and leaves turned to ribbons.

Terry roared an order at the other demons. “Push through!”

He didn’t slow. A dozen men came into view, all with swords and shields. Their eyes widened when they saw Terry’s bulk coming at them like a loaded carriage rolling down a hill.

Their swords bounced off his carapace. He sent them flying in return, bowling them over like toys. More spells flew at them. Shouts rose from the fallen enemies, and more men rushed at them from nearby.

Terry kept running. Within thirty seconds, they lost the remaining demons.

When she realized that, the crack of magic filled her senses. Terry tumbled to the ground, and she rolled across the brush and rough forest floor.

“Terry!” she shouted, rising to her feet.

“Run,” he grunted. His axe was in his hands as he turned to fight off the mage and dozen soldiers behind him.

For a moment, Vallis wanted to refuse him. Her combat training from the mage tower rose to the front of her mind. She knew a dozen spells that could help.

Then reality hit her like a rock. Her arms shook, and she could barely feel her fingers. The mage who had cast the spell was already preparing another one, and she didn’t recognize it.

She was out of her league. Everything so far had been to get her as far away from the enemy as possible. Trying to fight now was idiocy.

So she ran.

She made it maybe a hundred meters before she tripped and rolled down an embankment. Groaning, she tried to rise to her feet. Her ankle screamed in protest.

“Fuck,” she whined.

“That sounds like a great idea. Can’t believe we found the best prize, and she’s got bigger tits than I expected,” a male voice said.

Vallis looked up at the attackers. Five of them closed on her. They were covered in blood, and a few sported light wounds. Had these been the ones that escaped Terry? Or had something else taken place?

A pithy response came to mind. She wanted to call them unoriginal assholes. When she had first met Rys, they had said some similarly awful shit. What was it with two-bit mercenaries and being lecherous bastards who fantasized about her tits?

But she didn’t say anything. Fear stilled her tongue as she tried to stand and run away.

“Rys,” she mumbled.

This would be a great time for him to fulfill his earlier promise.

The furthest attacker fell into several pieces without making a noise. His remains hitting the forest floor was the first thing that alerted his friends to the new arrival.

Vallis simply stared in wonder at her savior.

The other four barely had time to turn before they were blown apart or cut to pieces. One was lit on fire, another had his entire head blown off and sent flying across the forest. When one tried to run, he simply collapsed to the ground as if something had shattered his organs from afar.

Only one fought back. The twin blades of the attacker cut him into pieces.

“Mina?” Vallis gasped out. She hadn’t known the spymaster was this terrifying and horrifically strong.

Her savior tilted her head, and her four white tails moved in the same direction. She looked identical to Mina, save for the clothing. A fox with long white hair, but who wore a set of simple merchant’s clothing.

“No, you’re not Mina,” Vallis said, as she spotted the one difference.

The fox followed Vallis’s gaze and stared at her own chest. She let out a huff. “It seems you know my sister. Surprising. I guess she takes after Mom more than expected.”

Then Mina’s sister twirled her twin short swords and continued walking toward Vallis, a smile on her face.


Chapter 25


Vallis’s sending interrupted Rys’s otherwise pleasant afternoon. He grunted and immediately replied to her sending with one of his own.

“I swear to my creator below, Rys, if you’re managing your kingdom with your dick inside me, I’m not fucking you for a month,” Fara snapped, glaring up at him from where she was pressed into the bed.

“Vallis is in trouble,” he said.

Fara froze. The two of them were in the exact situation Fara had described, with Rys on top of her on the bed.

Without any hesitancy, Fara pulled herself backward. Rys popped out of her, but he was already focused on his next move.

Rising, he grabbed his clothes and began to dress. Ideally, he’d put on his armor, but that might take too much time. Vallis hadn’t told him how soon she needed his help, and he hadn’t asked.

“Do you know where she is?” Fara asked, as she tightened up the sash that held her clothes together.

“She’s with Terry and Margrim. I can still feel their presence through the summoning link and can find them easily.” Rys reached out to the two infernals as he spoke and confirmed their location.

“And?”

“Roughly ten miles east of Port Mayfield, along the highway between Anceston and the port,” he said.

Fara stared at him. “You sure you don’t need a map to check that?”

“I’ve been doing this for centuries, Fara. When you can teleport, you need to have strong visualization abilities when it comes to comparing magical presences and maps,” he explained. “Understanding Harrium’s curvature helps, too, although most teleportation spells handle that and annoying concepts such as momentum and relative velocity.”

“Huh. Never thought of that.” She tilted her head. “I wonder if I’ll need help or if it’s intrinsic, given I can teleport once I get my sixth tail. Some foxes can even do it with five.”

“Probably intrinsic,” he replied, still distracted.

There was another infernal close to the convoy. A succubus.

Rys fired off a sending to Mina, asking about the succubus stationed in the Anceston duchy.

Surprisingly, she responded with mindspeak. He felt Leth’s mind acting as relay, suggesting that she was currently meeting with the Haunt.

“I’m busy, Rys,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

“Vallis asked for help. Your succubus is near her convoy.” He frowned. “If I need to deal with a rebellious succubus, that’s easy enough.”

Mina cursed over the line, and he felt Leth’s amusement filter through the link.

“I wanted to deal with this before you noticed,” she said, embarrassment laced throughout her tone. “A Malus League cell has launched a major ambush. I knew they were up to something, because—”

“Explain later. Is your succubus helping or not?” Rys interrupted.

No response for a moment.

“She is. There are a lot of mages there,” Mina said. Nervousness now. “Um…”

“Worry about what you can do, Mina. I’ll teleport over and protect Vallis. Once she’s safe and the attack dealt with, we can debrief,” he said.

Then he severed the link, although he felt Mina’s misery as he did so.

“That’s not a good look,” Fara noted. She wrapped her arm around his. “Are we going now?”

“No, I’m going.” He looked at her. “I might need to teleport more than once. You still can’t deal with the sickness it causes you.”

She winced and looked away. “I know you’re right, but it still hurts when you’re that blunt, Rys.”

“Being right is what’s important now,” he said.

The two of them left his bedroom after he grabbed his axe, and they swiftly moved to the front of the castle. Rys needed to protect his soul using the castle’s power before he tried teleporting, or he might not make it to Vallis at all.

“Mina is… in the sub-levels with Leth,” he said. “You might want to talk to her. This League ambush slipped through her net, and she might need some moral support before we debrief. Like it or not, this is her first major mistake, and it’s a painful one.”

“Would it be a major mistake if it wasn’t painful?” Fara noted, but her tails lowered as she walked. “Were you that blunt with her just then?”

“Yes. I want people who are capable and loyal, but I can’t babysit them when they fuck up,” he said. “Hopefully, this is just a learning lesson.”

“What if it was outside of her control?” Fara countered.

He gave her a look. “She’s a spymaster, Fara. Her job is to maintain control, or to let me know if she doesn’t have it, so that Grigor and I know to step in. When subterfuge fails, that’s when we plant axes in the backs of our enemies instead.”

Fara sighed. “Fair. I definitely got slapped and yelled at for my share of mistakes as an enforcer.”

The two of them rapidly prepared Rys’s protection. Once he had confirmed it worked, he cast his teleportation ritual.

“I’ll be back with Vallis,” he said, before a flash of red light consumed him.

A craggy shore came into view and he knew that he’d overshot. Since regaining a lot of his power by breaking the power conduit, his magical power had increased drastically. He needed to practice using his teleportation spell again to calibrate it.

His next cast brought him close enough, he decided.

Margrim and Terry were nearby, along with the other infernals in the escort. Rys’s concern was that they had separated at some point.

His infernals could take care of themselves, or be resummoned later in the worst case. He had already lost a demon and an Ashen, but both were merely banished. They’d be back in the palace within a few weeks.

Rys realized that if the infernals had split up, then he couldn’t use them to track Vallis. It was time to rely on a more traditional navigation spell.

He knew Vallis’s magical signature and used that to power his next spell. If he had contracted her or had some hair or blood, then he could find her more reliably, but this would work well enough.

If Vallis had wards to stop him from tracking her, it would be different. But she didn’t.

Rys wondered if that had been part of the reason this ambush had worked so well. While the carriages were warded against magical tracking, Vallis had no such protections. Any time she stepped too far from her carriages, she’d be easy to detect. The same applied if she ever cast a spell.

Wasting time thinking about how this happened was pointless. Rys finished his spell.

A glowing red needle appeared above his hand. It pointed him in the general direction that Vallis was.

Rys took off through the forest. Running like this made him feel young. Ordinarily, he would leap through the air like Grigor, but his spell was inaccurate enough that he didn’t want to overshoot Vallis.

Soon, he heard the clatter and screams of nearby battle. Smoke choked the air in the distance, and Rys felt Margrim and his succubus in the vicinity.

Vallis was closer to Rys than Margrim, however. Terry must have run with her, as Rys sensed him nearby. His magical essence was weak, but strong enough to remain on Harrium.

Rys kept moving. Within a few seconds, he found Vallis. She was sprawled on the leaf-covered ground. Her ankle was twisted, and likely broken.

Five corpses were strewn across the ground in front of her. Some looked like they had been blown apart.

More importantly, a mystic fox stood over Vallis. Four white tails fanned out behind her, and she wore simple clothes common to the region. She held a pair of bloody short swords in her hands.

Rys instinctively summoned hellfire. Two pyres of it appeared in his hands, but he paused before attacking.

The white tails meant this fox was from the Garrote Clan. She might not be an enemy. Her ears twitched the moment he cast his hellfire, and she spun to face him.

Her face and features were almost identical to Mina’s. Although she needed to pad her chest out significantly if she wanted to trick anybody for more than a split second.

“Rys!” Vallis called out when she saw him.

The fox’s eyes widened when she heard his name. She locked onto the flames in his hands and his posture.

Her tails hit the ground so fast that they kicked up a wind, blowing leaves into Vallis’s face. The fox waved her swords around in a panic.

“Don’t kill me!” she shouted, pupils shrinking to dots. “I helped!”

Rys considered her for a moment as something occurred to him.

“You’re Mina’s sister, aren’t you? Sarae?” he asked.

She blinked and lowered her weapons, although her ears and tails remained flatter than he had ever seen Fara’s.

“Um, yes. She’s told you about me?” Sarae asked.

“A little. Fara also mentioned you,” he said.

Despite his misgivings, Rys let the hellfire dissipate. Sarae sighed in relief. Her arms slackened.

“Fara, too,” she muttered, then raised her voice. “I’m Sarae, yes. I only just returned to the archipelago from Pharos.” She licked her lips and looked him up and down with a faint smile. “And you are?”

“Talarys. Everyone calls me Rys,” he said, approaching them.

Sarae froze, although her eyes tracked him as he walked forward.

He towered over her, as she was as short as Mina. Stepping past her, he picked Vallis up and held her in his arms.

“Ah,” Vallis gasped, but didn’t fight back as he lifted her.

“Fara or the Lilim can heal your ankle when you return,” he said. “For now, we’ll need to collect your escort and finish this.”

As he walked away, Sarae yelped and chased after.

“Wait, you’re not going to say anything?” she asked.

He gave her a look. “Thank you for dealing with the attackers, assuming that you did.”

She pouted and fell silent, although he felt her gaze on him the entire way. Where Mina and Fara usually restrained themselves, Sarae felt no compunction about openly staring at his ass.

A figure strode out of the trees shortly.

“Boss,” Terry said from where he limped toward them. “You made it.”

Rys grunted. While he suspected that he would have arrived in time to save Vallis anyway, he couldn’t exactly take the credit. Not that Sarae or Vallis said anything.

Although Sarae seemed lost for words as she stared at the demon in front of her. Her head barely reached his waist, and his biceps were the size of her torso.

Eying Terry’s wounds, Rys said, “You’ll need a Lilim to see to your wounds.”

Terry nodded and followed along. Rys used the traces of magic in the air to follow the path that Vallis had taken.

Corpses lay everywhere in the forest, although Rys saw no mages. They must have retreated instead of wasting time and energy fighting, especially after Vallis got away from each group.

Nearby, they found several wounded demons. According to Terry, there should have been two more.

“Banished,” Rys said as they pushed on. “I’ll bring them back in a week or two, once they reform in Hell.”

“You say that so fucking casually,” Sarae muttered.

“Yet you don’t look surprised,” he replied, looking back at her.

The demons turned to stare at the fox, and she gulped.

“You’re King Talarys, right?” she said. “It’s common knowledge that you have infernals. I just haven’t seen them before, outside of books and a practical exam.”

“You have an exam that involves summoning demons in Pharos? Are infernals a common problem there?” he asked.

“No, but how can we detect infernals if we’re not trained to do so? The differences between infernal energies and ordinary sorcery are subtle. If I was ever deployed outside of Pharos, it’s necessary,” she said. “Like right now.”

Rys hummed in response and turned away. The demons ignored her as well, deciding that if their master didn’t care, then they didn’t either.

Closer to the carriages, the forest was choked with smoke and flames. A blazing fire ripped through the trees farther west, using the dead leaves and dried trees as tinder.

Rys found the Kinadain escort here. They had fared both better and worse than the demons.

Better, because their raw numbers allowed them to repel the attacking force. They now focused on quenching the blaze.

Worse, because the dead were truly gone. Almost all the warriors were wounded—a few severely—and several were dead.

Rys frowned at the fire. He doubted it would be much of a threat if it burned itself out, but he didn’t know how long that might take or who might be affected.

The hellfire that caused the fire was long gone, but the embers continued to burn.

“This would be a great time to have a water elemental,” he said aloud. “I’ll need a few minutes to prepare a ritual to put this out.”

“A few minutes?” Sarae asked, incredulous.

“Terry, make sure everyone is clear of the fire. I think Margrim is up the hill, trying to control this,” Rys ordered.

The Ashen had some control over fire, but nowhere near enough to stop something of this size.

“Got it, boss,” Terry grunted out, then trudged up the hill.

Rys placed Vallis on her feet tenderly, and Sarae helped hold her up.

Then he cast his ritual. The key to all magic was controlling magical energy, but the other secret was that all energy was equivalent.

Most spells converted magical energy into either physical matter or some sort of simple energy, such as heat or light. Mystic foxes manipulated kinetic energy with their tails.

There was nothing stopping a mage from doing the reverse, however. Nothing except experience, training, and talent.

The circle that appeared around Rys’s feet was devilishly complex. Probably because it had been designed by an extraordinarily intelligent devil a very long time ago.

Slowly but surely, he filled the circle up with infernal energy, careful not to make any mistakes. This sort of spell could backfire horribly, given what he was doing.

Once ready, Rys mentally drew a line around the area of the fire. He waited another minute for Margrim to tell him over mindspeak that the region was clear.

Then Rys cast the spell.

The flames vanished, turning into wisps of smoke instantly. Like candles that had been snuffed out.

In this case, that was exactly what had happened. Rys had stolen the heat from the entire area. Without any heat energy, the fire burned out, and no longer converted itself into light.

Frost coated the ground and trees now. Mist formed around some of the formerly burning tree branches. If anyone had been standing in the area, they would be collapsing from shock as their body was robbed of all heat.

The trees should live, he thought. But if they didn’t, then nature would eventually replace them. Losing a small part of the forest was better than the entire thing.

Next to Rys, the circle glowed blindingly bright. He felt immense pressure bearing down on him. His blood seemed to boil and every square inch of his skin was being pricked by invisible needles. The energy he had sucked from the fire had been converted to magical energy, and he needed to maintain control over it.

“Holy fucking shit,” Sarae said, jaw dropping. “I’ve seen some impressive elementalism from elder foxes, but putting out an entire forest fire instantly is…”

Then she looked at him and her tails shot bolt upright. The fox grabbed Vallis and leaped away, her inhuman strength carrying her several dozen feet.

“It’s fine,” Rys said with a raised voice. “I’m slowly bleeding off the energy.”

Sarae calmed down, but only slightly. A smart response.

A single mistake made with this much magical energy could create an explosion large enough to take out half the clearing. Dense concentrations of magical energy tended to be unstable, and if released into the material world, they reacted violently.

Right now, all of the heat and light from the forest fire was condensed into this tiny magical circle and being pushed through Rys’s body.

Normally, magical energy turned into prismatic light and a small amount of heat when it left the material plane. But if the energy was orders of magnitude greater in quantity, then that small amount of heat cascaded.

Mages called this process “immolation,” as the resulting heat vaporized everything.

Also, it made for a witty joke about self-immolation, given how often this process killed the mage who caused it. Some mages used it as a weapon, and fire elementals did as well, but it was usually too dangerous.

Rys bled the energy off over the course of ten minutes. A continuous stream of prismatic light rose from his body and the circle. Some of the energy remained in his body, as he converted it into infernal energy.

“I don’t think I’ll sleep for a week,” he said once done, rolling his shoulders.

“That sounds like the perfect length of time for an orgy, master,” a woman cooed. The succubus had shown up, and had been making it clear that what she wanted from Rys was what Fara had been receiving earlier in the day.

Rys ignored her. “Margrim, Terry: there are a few Lilim on the way here. Head to Port Mayfield and meet up with them.”

The infernals nodded, then gathered up the escort and left Rys alone.

He stood in the forest with Vallis and Sarae. Vallis was in his arms again and squirmed while trying to find a comfortable position.

“What about me?” Vallis asked.

“I’m taking you back to the palace,” he said. “And you as well, Sarae.”

The fox nodded, but licked her lips again. “You’re Mina’s new employer, right?”

He raised an eyebrow at her question. “I am. Does that bother you?”

Sarae shook her head and her tails flew back and forth with the motion. “No! It’s just…” Again, she licked her lips. “Can I touch you?”

Vallis sputtered. “What the hell are you asking?”

“You can touch me, yes,” Rys said, amused. Vallis glared at him as he set her down, causing her to lean against him.

Sarae slinked toward him, like a nervous cat that was afraid this was a trick. Once she was within arm’s reach, her hands hovered over his chest.

Then she pressed an open palm against him and sighed. Her tails wagged like a dog’s.

When Rys didn’t protest—and Sarae ignored Vallis—her hands shifted to his arms. She squeezed his arms along their entire length, and especially his biceps.

“Fuck. Are you a statue brought to life?” Sarae asked. “Foxes are all such pretty boys, but you’re like the champions out of myth.”

“Are you done being weird?” Vallis snapped.

“Weird? How can you not want to do this?” Sarae squeezed Rys’s bicep. “His muscles are like steel cord, his face could be the dictionary definition of ‘handsome,’ and his torso is like condensed muscle.”

“I don’t really feel the need to grope him,” Vallis said primly.

“Then you don’t know what you’re missing.” The fox sighed. “I can’t believe Mina gets to be railed by a man like you. Life’s so unfair.”

Vallis gave Rys a look, but said nothing.

“I’m ready to leave when you are,” he said.

A long pause. Sarae nodded, although she looked less enthusiastic than before.

The three of them returned to the palace. Fara was waiting for them out front, along with Mina.

Both foxes stared at Sarae with wide eyes. Fara’s narrowed first.

“I’ll take care of Vallis,” she said. “I can heal her ankle without much trouble.”

Rys handed her over and was left with two sisters who glared at each other.

“So, you have four tails,” Mina said.

“You’re the same, apparently. And you’re fucking the greatest piece of man meat on Harrium,” Sarae responded.

Mina smirked. “Oh, jealous? I figured he’d be your type. You used to whine so much about how none of the foxes had muscles.”

“Fuck you,” Sarae spat. “Why don’t you shut her up, Your Majesty? Wouldn’t you love to have two sisters pressed together while you reshape us with your massive cock?”

Her hands wandered across his stomach, toward his crotch. Mina glared at her sister, but barely reacted to her words. Perhaps she had thought the same thing at some point.

But Rys stepped away from Sarae. “If I’m fucking anyone, it’s after we debrief. We have a few things to talk about, given what nearly happened.”

Sarae pouted, but nodded. “Fiiiine. But remember that I’m up for a very slick threesome. Or a foursome, if Fara’s up for it.”

“Fucking hell, Sarae,” Mina muttered.

“You misunderstand. You’re coming to the debrief, Sarae. Or at least part of it.” Rys stared down at her. “I think you have a few questions to answer for us.”


Chapter 26


To Rys’s surprise, Sarae didn’t protest. At least, not to him. They entered the palace and found an empty meeting room.

“What ridiculous stories are you telling your new boss?” Sarae said once they entered, glaring daggers at Mina.

“How is this my fault? You’re the one trying too hard to fuck him,” Mina shot back. “Maybe I told him about that time you got punished for spending more time kissing boys than training.”

“‘Kissing boys.’” Sarae giggled. “Are you fifty or fifteen, Mina?”

“Fuck you.”

Sarae opened her mouth, and Rys knew that this argument was about to devolve into two sisters swearing at each other.

“Enough,” he said.

Both foxes shut up and looked at him, their ears and tails lowering.

“Save the family greetings for later,” he continued. “Mina, let’s talk outside for a minute. Sarae, don’t go anywhere.”

His gaze lingered on her for several seconds for effect, then Rys swept out of the room without a second glance.

He heard the sisters mumble to each other as he left.

“Damn, that’s hot. Does he look at you like that in bed?” Sarae asked.

“Stick around and find out,” Mina said.

When Rys’s spymaster slipped out after him, her face was cherry red. She ran a hand through her long white hair.

“Uh, I don’t remember her being that horny,” Mina said. “Or slutty.”

He raised an eyebrow at her, then checked that the door was shut properly. He then cast an aural barrier around them, as he suspected Sarae was eavesdropping.

“I’ll let you off lightly because she’s family, but think carefully about the way she’s acting,” he said. “You are a trained spy, aren’t you?”

Mina froze. Rys saw the gears in her mind whirring, and the moment when she understood what was going on.

“Shit. She’s trying to distract you,” Mina said. “I tried the same thing, but I wanted work. Do you think she wants the same?”

“I don’t know anything about why she’s here, other than she claims to have just arrived at Port Mayfield, knows that I’m king and use infernals, and that you work for me.” He ticked off each of the suspicious things he had noticed, using his fingers.

Mina stared at him. “You think she’s the Garrote spymaster?”

“I found her standing over Vallis with her swords out,” he added. “While she did kill the assailants, that may have just been removing witnesses prematurely. Or maybe she wanted Vallis alive and unsoiled.”

“Unsoiled.” Mina grimaced. “Um, change of topic, but Fara whined a bit about how aggressively abrupt you are right now. I’ve never seen you this… hard. Like steel. Fara’s never seen it, either?”

“I haven’t had much of a reason to be this serious before,” Rys said. “If you weren’t involved, I would have softened already. I need you to understand the stakes involved, and that while I value you, I’m not going to treat you softly when things go wrong.”

“When I fuck up,” Mina corrected. “Okay, yeah. That helps me focus. Um, I’m not fired?”

He laughed. “Mina, I was once a general when the fortress I was protecting was completely vaporized by the Archangel Azrael. Cities have literally sunk under my watch, and I have failed one of the most important sieges in all of history. No, I’m not going to fire you for a single mistake.”

She stared at him with wide eyes. Tears built up in the corner of them, and she looked away for a moment. When she turned back, it was with a small smile.

“That helps a lot more,” she mumbled.

“So long as you learn.” His tone hardened. “Failure can have meaning if you learn from it. It can make us stronger, and grant us even more power. Otherwise, it’s just the path to greater weakness.”

Mina nodded, and they returned to the subject at hand.

“I can’t imagine that Sarae is the one behind all of this,” she said. “But she could be involved.”

“Explain how this happened, then we’ll backtrack.”

Nodding, Mina launched into an explanation.

“I’ve been dealing with League agents for months, while monitoring Mave’s Gorgrian spies. Then I had to add the Garrote network, who I relied on through Nia.” Mina grimaced. “Not long ago, several of my agents were taken out and Nia told me that the network went dark. I sent in our succubus.”

“And then the ambush happened? Why not warn Vallis?” Rys asked.

“I didn’t know about the ambush until Vallis was already moving. We’ve ‘interrogated’ some of the attackers and learned that they were mercenaries lingering since Compagnon went down.” Mina grinned at the mention of interrogation.

With a succubus under her, the process was far smoother. People gave up their secrets all too willingly for her. Although Rys wondered if Mina sometimes still applied a personal touch.

He sometimes found her in the prison cells, after they had captured enemies. While Fara had explained that they were trained to eliminate prisoners to reduce information leaks, Rys had his doubts about Mina’s motivations.

Not that he cared. If his spymaster enjoyed her job, all the better. Everyone needed a part of the job that became their happy place.

“What about the mages they had?” Rys asked. “I saw very few dead and captured when I was there.”

“We only have two live ones,” Mina admitted. “They snuck in by boat. Our border situation isn’t perfect. We still allow vessels from Lapisloch and Avolar, even if we’re restricting food exports. That’s not even mentioning all of the coast we don’t patrol. People can get in, officially and unofficially.”

Rys clicked his tongue. That was as much his own fault as Mina’s.

In order to make Avolar appear to be the aggressor in the coming war, he had opted to boil them like a frog. Restrict their food supply, tax anything they needed, and generally treat them poorly as a bullying neighbor.

But that prevented him from outright cutting them off. That would be a diplomatic bridge too far and leave him without plausible deniability for Tarmouth and the Federation.

As silly as it was, that mattered in international politics. The nobles and diplomats knew what he was doing, but the common people didn’t.

If somebody tried to explain to a farmer that Avolar was invading other countries due to increasing prices, port levies, and rising tensions, the farmer would tell them to fuck off.

But if the explanation was that Avolar was starving because all their neighbors banned them from buying food, then the farmer would probably say that Avolar was right to go to war. They could imagine being banned from their local markets because of some assholes and sympathize.

“In short,” Rys summarized, “the League blacked out your intelligence network, snuck in some mages, recruited mercenaries, and then set up an ambush before you knew what was going on. That seems too fast.”

“I agree. They definitely had agents here already,” Mina grumbled. “I’ve pulled Leth and a Haunt back here to chase down the remaining League agents and mercenaries that got away. But I suspect the mages will vanish like smoke. The problem is that while they got here by boat, they didn’t come from the League. We would have noticed ships coming from the south.”

“This comes back to the mysterious method that the League is using to support Avolar then,” he said.

“Yes, as well as the fact we’re now dealing with two spy networks.”

Rys looked back at the room where Sarae was. Mina winced.

“It doesn’t look good for her, I guess,” Mina said. “We should talk to her, at least. I’d like to talk to her.”

“What’s your history with her? Other than the obvious. I didn’t expect you to be so competitive with her, given what you said earlier,” Rys said.

Licking her lips, Mina avoided answering for several seconds. She twisted in place with a pout.

“I told you how I was special, right? That I was selected for adjutant training early—the only fox with three tails? How I got my third tail earlier than everyone in my family?” When Rys nodded, Mina continued, “Well, Sarae and I were pretty competitive before that. She would get better results than me at first, and I’d train day and night in order to beat her.”

That matched Rys’s expectation of Mina. His spymaster’s idea of leisure was to stalk him, and she frequently fell asleep in the service ducts from exhaustion.

But Sarae?

“Your sister doesn’t seem the type to train hard,” he said cautiously.

“She, uh, isn’t. And wasn’t.” Mina scowled, but it softened immediately.

Suddenly, she changed the topic. “Mom and Auntie Nia raised us on stories of Fara. About how strong and capable she was. It’s funny to look back on them, now that I actually know her properly. Fara must have looked like a blazing sun that did whatever she wanted and had strength they didn’t, given she ignored the clan’s wishes and the scorn she received for her black tails.”

Mina smiled sadly. “But I talk to her now, and she’s so relatable. I felt all this pressure to chase after her, because everyone told me how great she was and she always had such great stories. She felt unreachable, especially…” she trailed off, unable to bring up the reason she joined Rys to begin with.

“I’m assuming you and Sarae both wanted to be like Fara?” Rys asked.

“I don’t know about Sarae,” Mina said. “But she did get compared to Fara a lot. Sarae had the natural talent. What she did instantly, I took days or weeks to do. Getting my third tail before her and being offered the adjutant training, when she was only offered enforcer training was… Is there a term for feeling good for the misfortune for others?”

“Schadenfreude.”

“That. I felt that. We got along really well before then. An inseparable pair of twins, and we’ve barely spent an entire day in the same room together since.” Mina sighed. “But you know what hurts the most?”

Rys waited silently.

Mina didn’t continue. Maybe she felt embarrassed to say it.

But when Rys didn’t fill in the silence, she eventually said her piece.

“I trained so hard to get where I did. Spent thirty years to become an adjutant. Then I got thrown away,” Mina said, no emotion in her voice as she stared at nothing. “Now Sarae’s here, and she has four tails. I’m not special for getting them early. She might even be working for the clan, after they threw me away. Am I that useless?”

“Are you?” Rys asked.

She winced and looked up at him with watery eyes.

“Are you my spymaster, or not?” he asked her with a raised eyebrow.

Mina giggled. “Oh, you meant like that. I am. Of course I am. I’ll never forget that you gave me this opportunity, especially as you have so many other options. It just… it still hurts.”

Rys shrugged. “I still get angry about things that happened when I was young. Idiotic decisions I made. I wonder why people betrayed me, and whether it was my fault or theirs. All I need you to do, Mina, is walk forward with me.”

She nodded.

Then she wrapped her arms around him and looked up at him with her chest pressed against him. “I don’t need sex, but I want to ask for something. Prepayment of my services.”

He nearly laughed, but still managed to nod.

“Whatever happens with Sarae, or anyone else, I want to be the next fox in your bed,” Mina said.

“You really are like Vallis, you know that?”

“She gave me the idea of asking this.”

Rys nodded, smiling. “Fine. But if you leave it that open-ended, you realize I get to choose when I take you.”

Mina’s eyes widened and her breathing hastened. “Then… I don’t want you to warn me when you do. Just fuck me.”

“Now who’s being the horny one?”

She giggled.

But it was time to talk to Sarae. They returned to the room.

Sarae jumped as they entered and grimaced at how she gave away the fact she was trying to eavesdrop.

“Guess your magic is better than mine,” she muttered.

“I have a few questions,” Mina said.

“You do? Not him?”

“I’m his spymaster. So yes, I do.” Mina glared at her sister.

Sarae’s jaw dropped. “Fucking what? You’re…” She gulped. “Mina, you do know what he is, right?”

“Do you?”

Rys found this exchange curious. Mina hadn’t known what he is when they had first met, but Sarae did.

Rolling her eyes, Mina said, “The King of Kavolara, a powerful infernalist, and the man who will order me to dispose of your corpse if you fuck around. Sarae, what are you doing back here? When did you get four tails? And why did you lie about just arriving on the island?”

Taken aback, Sarae’s tails shot up. Her swords were on the table, and her eyes shot to them. But she didn’t make a move, and instead scowled.

“Are you accusing me of being a traitor? Does Auntie Nia know what you’re doing? What happened to becoming an adjutant, Mina?” Sarae shot back.

“Are you that stupid? The clan turned me into a spy instead.”

Sarae froze. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“Nobody told me… Fuck.” Sarae buried her head in her hands. “I got my fourth tail a couple of months ago out of the blue and was given a random busywork posting. When I contacted Nia, she told me to come home because you got four tails and were working for some foreign king. I thought this was some sort of intervention.”

A pretty good story. Rys had to admit that Sarae’s words added up, at least with what he’d observed.

But Mina raised an eyebrow. “Auntie Nia used a message canister for that?”

“Do you think she doesn’t care about you?”

Mina rolled her eyes. “If I asked Auntie Nia about this, will she say corroborate your story? She’s not far away.”

“We’re like 100 miles south-west of the village, Mina.”

“More like five miles south.” Mina smirked. “The village relocated.”

Sarae stared at her. “Um. What’s going on?”

“War,” Rys said. “So I’ll be blunt: why did you show up to save Vallis? Given she was with infernals, that seemed like the opposite thing for a mystic fox to do.”

“I wasn’t going to watch a woman be raped,” Sarae protested. “And it wasn’t a coincidence. I found out from the local clan contacts about the ambush. When things went south for her, I stepped in. You just showed up at the worst moment. I thought you were going to wear me like a hat, and not in a good way.”

“There’s a good way?” Mina asked.

“Given how big his cock must be, I’m guessing—” Sarae began to say, before Mina shut her sister up with a force slap.

Mina and Rys conferred briefly.

“Her surprise seems genuine,” he said.

“She still knows things she shouldn’t. I want to talk to Nia about her, but I don’t want her to leave,” Mina said.

“Then it’s easy. Keep her here.”

“I can do that?” Mina’s eyes widened.

“What is she going to do? You’re one of the most powerful people in the kingdom. You answer only to me.” Rys gave her a push toward Sarae.

The two sisters ended up screaming at each other within almost seconds, their tails flailing about wildly.

For his part, Rys got some coffee from an imp and watched from the sidelines as Mina contained her sister. Eventually, Sarae gave in.

Ah, sibling love. Rys decided that the fox variety was far less violent than what infernals practiced.


Chapter 27


Rys felt claustrophobic for the next few days. Vallis recovered within hours, but found more than a few excuses to spend half the day in his office. That drew Tyrisa in every hour or two, as well as both duchesses and their staff. Naturally, Mina dropped down from the ducts to sit in his lap and update him whenever she found the time.

His office was deliberately kept cozy. The invasion of bureaucracy stretched the definition of the word.

By day three, he lost his temper and tossed everyone out. Fara took this opportunity to seize the couches for the day. She might not have been fully clothed, and there definitely had been a mess to clean up.

Vallis had largely returned to normal by that point, however. Her business with Port Mayfield was finalized by sending and with the assistance of Leth.

Perhaps it had been cheating to send an agent of infernal chaos to wring the merchants dry, but Rys felt no remorse. More than a few people would have known about the attempt on Vallis’s life. They’d known better than to withhold information in the future.

Closer to home, Mina wrapped up her little operation.

“Auntie Nia confirmed Sarae’s story,” she told him later that night. “Or at least, she confirmed enough of it. I still smell a rat, but I can’t pursue it. The worst part is that there’s still something wrong with the Garrote Clan network. Nia got cut off as well when the ambush hit, which confirms who our enemy is.”

“So there is a traitor in your midst,” Grigor said.

The three of them sat in a bar on the ground floor. Or at least, it looked like a bar. Nobody served drinks here, and the only people who ever came here were Rys, Grigor, and Fred. Plus whoever they invited.

No doubt the palace staff thought that this place was Rys’s personal parlor and steered clear. Tonight, Mina joined them.

Rys and Grigor nursed fingers of Kinadain whiskey, while Mina restrained herself to green tea and stealing sips from Rys’s glass whenever she felt like it.

“Given Sarae seemed genuinely blindsided I suspected her to be working against us, I think traitor is the right word now,” Mina said bitterly. “Whoever is helping Avolar isn’t supporting the clan.”

“Where is Sarae now? She didn’t stop by to bother me today,” Rys asked.

“I let her return to the village.” Mina winced at his look. “Auntie Nia and I talked it out. She agreed to keep Sarae under watch. Officially, she’s now covered by the village’s convalescence and is required to stay put.”

“I’ll leave it to you, then.”

“And what are you up to tomorrow? Alsia’s been all aflutter about this whole pregnancy thing, but I doubt you’re planning a party for that.” The fox leered at him.

“The assassination attempt was a reminder that I can’t ignore every problem. Alsia has been facing more problems than she can handle herself when it comes to the Kinadain elders. I’ll apply a little charm to them.” Rys winked.

“Will this charm involve murdering their elite warriors and replacing all the elders that oppose you? Or do you only pull that trick once?”

Grigor snorted. Rys rolled his eyes.

“Alsia did most of that,” he corrected.

“Really? Wow. Ice cold.” Mina stole some of his whiskey, then filled his glass. “Maybe she should drink this stuff. She wouldn’t be cold ever again.”

“Get some sleep, Mina.” Rys stood up and patted his spymaster on the back.

The motion knocked her off the stool, and she flailed about on the floor for a moment. Her tails batted against his legs.

Mina stared up at him, cheeks flushed, and arms raised like the canine she almost was.

“Um, I might need some help,” she said.

Rys carried Mina to one of the ducts, where a few imps appeared to carry her back to bed. They were used to this, he imagined. Then he returned to his drinks with Grigor, and his thoughts.

Tomorrow, he needed to assist Alsia with her meet-and-greet with the Kinadain elders.

With war visible on the horizon, both Maria and Alsia had been drumming up support within their duchies.

Maria had the easier time of it. The last few months had been peaceful for the region. Low taxes, a bountiful harvest, and renewed profits for the merchants meant that support was high for the new kingdom.

The locals had seen what the alternative was, and they hadn’t liked it. Maria had said that Anceston and central Kavolara had seen off many pretenders who thought they could claim it. Compagnon had come within a hair’s breadth of succeeding.

Rys knew that if he misstepped, they’d turn on him.

But that was nothing new. He had brought back cities and regions from outright rebellion. Duar and Malusian had used him to clean up the messes of the Infernal Empire countless times. Treading the fine line between increasing his power and keeping the populace happy was almost nostalgic for him.

Unfortunately, the Kinadain felt differently. Alsia had risen to power from the ashes of rampant corruption. Her position was strong, due to Rys’s backing, but her influence over the rest of her people waxed and waned.

When Rys had dealt with the elders before Alsia during his duel with Barul, he had sorely underestimated the size of the Kinadain presence. Even Maria had been unaware just how many there were.

The dains littered the mountains of Kavolara, hidden in every nook and cranny available. In that sense, Rys found them familiar.

If he rode out along a major road, he’d find innumerable villages. They popped up like weeds wherever there was space to grow crops, and sometimes even where there wasn’t. Fifty people there, a hundred here, maybe a few dozen over the hill.

It all added up, but it was difficult to understand the sheer size of the population from the villages. Rys’s knowledge of demography from the Empire helped him somewhat, but Kavolara wasn’t a highly developed nation with a sprawling railrider network and entire cities dedicated to industry.

He suspected that over ninety percent of the region’s population lived in those villages. The same applied to the Kinadain, except that their larger settlements were smaller and rarer.

Alsia collectively referred to the “dains” when she spoke about the Kinadain. Rys’s translation gift had translated that to “tribe” at first, but he had thought it was closer to a settlement.

Naturally, he had been wrong and his translation gift right. A dain could consist of thousands of Kinadain spread across the mountains. Individual villages looked to the elders and Sages of their dain for leadership, but otherwise took care of themselves.

And there were far more dains than Rys had expected. This little meeting that Alsia had arranged was proof of that.

As he walked past the boundaries of the palace, he saw several dozen Kinadain gathered in an open field. The only furnishings present were long tables covered in platters of food. Large kegs were scattered around the area, and acted as makeshift gathering points.

A handful of the palace’s demihuman servants lingered nearby. Their maid uniforms were absent, replaced with simpler tunics embroidered with Rys’s emblem—a white wand and a scimitar crossed over one another. The wand came from Maria’s family coat-of-arms and the scimitar from Alsia’s original dain.

The attendees weren’t dressed much better than the servants, but Rys suspected that was intentional. The corrupt elders had worn expensive silks and plenty of jewelry.

They had ended up dead because of it. The dains had rebelled and overthrown many elders connected to the past corruption. As a communal society, displays of wealth had likely been discouraged among the elders and elite warriors that were present today.

There was no wiser way to ward off envious violence than to simply not show off. Rys had done similarly when he built the palace. Despite the complex’s size, the materials were simple.

Rys’s palace still projected his power, but through a mechanism other than ostentatious wealth. It was massive. Everybody knew that he built it within weeks using magic. And despite the simple building materials, there were plenty of hidden mechanisms that visitors suspected to be magitech—and were therefore subtle displays of wealth.

The attendees and servants kept their distance, however. This wasn’t due to wealth or class differences, but cultural.

The attendees were true Kinadain who lived in the mountains. Rys’s servants were demihumans from the lowlands who had a Kinadain ancestor, but had long since left the dains. The path for a demihuman to regain the status of a Kinadain was arduous, and very few bothered.

Rys only recognized a few attendees. Sage Hanna was here. She had helped ensure Rys’s rise to power, despite her misgivings regarding him. They hadn’t met since. Her clothes remained unchanged, and she looked like a traveling monk as she wandered between groups.

Elder Jaime enjoyed a drink among a few warriors and elders, his booming voice crystal clear in Rys’s ears. Unlike most of the other Kinadain, Rys knew that Jaime supported him and Alsia. They had fought alongside each other against the Malus League months ago, and Jaime had voiced opposition to some Kinadain cultural practices. He wore fresh furs and a simple tunic, but his muscles bulged beneath them.

Alsia caught his eye as he arrived. She ended her conversation with the elders she had been with and walked over to him. A pair of bodyguards trailed her. For the first time in a long time, she had left her sword behind.

“Is it a requirement for elders to be unarmed?” Rys asked her when she got close.

Almost every eye in the clearing focused on them. Alsia’s approach had drawn attention, and this was the first time many had seen Rys in the flesh.

He calmly looked past Alsia and met the eyes of several elders. Some looked away, one scowled, but most returned the look with a nod.

“It is considered respectful for elders to forgo weapons during meetings between dains,” she said with a smile as she looped herself around one of Rys’s arms. “Of course, we are all Sages and most were warriors or trained magic users so it is only for appearances.”

The stares intensified once Alsia initiated physical contact with Rys. He hoped she had prepared them for their relationship. Given the smirks on a few faces, at least some had known in advance.

“There are twice as many warriors here than elders,” Rys noted as they walked together. “Is that normal?”

She steered him to a table of refreshments. The demihuman servants nearly leaped over to serve him, but Rys scattered them with a look.

This wasn’t the time to be waited on hand and foot. Nearly every person present was a burly warrior or trained spellblade, including half the elders. They weren’t going to be impressed because Rys had servants fawning over him.

Especially not while they had to avoid the same for political reasons, even if they desired it.

“Meetings between dains are one of the few opportunities for our elite warriors to meet in a public setting,” Alsia explained. “Barul might have been our only Slayer, but all warriors are deeply respected.”

“Hmm.” Rys sized up one of the meat-filled pastries in front of him as he thought. “How did the old elders seize so much power then, if they weren’t warriors?”

“Because we respect more than muscles, King Talarys,” Hanna said as she approached him. “Well met.”

“It is good to see you again, Sage Hanna.” His lips turned upward. “Does everybody call each other ‘Sage’ and ‘Elder’ here?”

She rolled her eyes. “You are not Kinadain, and it is respectful to use titles. But you may call me Hanna if you prefer. You have earned that right, as you kept your promises even though you had plentiful reason not to.” She inclined her head in respect.

“Whatever you say, I see a lot more muscles than anything else here,” Rys noted.

Alsia coughed. “Most of the new Sages appointed by the Circle of Brethren were warriors and chosen due to their respected position in their dains.”

Ah, the Circle of Brethren. The pseudo-religious organization that had immense influence and control over Kinadain across the entire archipelago.

“Has the Circle said anything about the coming war?” Rys asked.

“No.” Hanna shook her head. “Although several of the Saints in the Circle support the Tolaran Federation, the Circle itself usually ignores politics.”

“Usually,” he said slowly. “What causes them to become involved?”

“The destruction of the dains, I imagine. Existential threats have been what motivated them in the past. Some suspect that is changing, given so many Saints openly support the Federation.” Hanna’s expression turned uncertain. “Truthfully, I worried that they would intervene against you.”

“Do you think they know something?” Rys knew that Avolar should be on the Circle’s naughty list, but they might not know that.

One day, Rys would find himself pitted against the great Kinadain warriors in the Circle of Brethren. He knew that they would move against him one day. Until then, he had time to assess their capabilities.

Hanna gave him a look. “Perhaps. You certainly do. Truthfully, the Circle’s presence on Kavolara is weak. There are too few Sages and no Slayers. Perhaps they dislike the status quo, especially with the ever-growing threat of the Malus League.”

No dice. The Circle had the power of plausible deniability.

But Rys did note that there was a connection between the Circle’s capability and that of the Sages and Slayers. It would be a faux pas to bring it up, but he suspected that the Circle’s influence over the Kinadain was waning. Rys also had a bargaining chip for when he dealt with them.

Alsia gripped his arm tightly and tugged him away from the table. “Thank you for your wisdom, Sage Hanna.”

Eying their enjoined arms, Hanna said, “If I was to offer one more morsel of wisdom, it would be to focus on your happiness, Alsia. A flame will be snuffed out in the wind no matter how brightly it burns.”

“Then maybe it’s time to use a different flame,” Alsia said, trying to catch Hanna’s eyes. “One that can withstand the wind.”

“Change always has enemies. Be careful that you don’t make so many that the wind becomes the least of your worries.”

With those final words, Hanna bowed and retreated.

“I take it you’re bothering some of the elders,” Rys said, turning back to the food.

The platters were simple stuff, especially compared to what was normally served in the palace. He knew that the Kinadain preferred lighter fare at times—Alsia rarely touched meat before midday, for one—but the food here was almost crude at times.

Pastries filled with meat and vegetables; steak submerged in some sort of baked batter; varieties of meats and breads, with a focus on venison. There was even a pot of thick stew, and Rys saw a few warriors carrying around bowls of it.

“Many don’t want the dains to change,” Alsia said. “The elders split into different camps once the dust settled after the elder purge. Some support me. A large group believe that we should regress further, feeling that the source of our problems was becoming involved with the rest of the island.”

“I don’t think even Hanna suggested that,” he noted.

“No. We are inextricably linked to the lowlands. Where else will we get food?” Alsia shot a bitter smile at the assemblage, who shot them surreptitious looks while Rys scoffed down one of the meat pastries.

Refusing all the food would be insulting. The pastry had tasted better than he expected. He might badger the servants about it later.

“Are there other groups?” he asked, pouring an ale from a keg.

“Smaller ones, and they vary a lot in their views. Some elders don’t agree with anyone,” she said.

“Fairly typical, especially as this situation is new to them. Each dain is used to acting alone, I imagine, save for rare dealings with Maria.”

Alsia nodded. “Now, I am asking them to band together and act as one.”

“No, you’re asking them to give up some of their authority in exchange for greater influence,” Rys corrected. “The more they participate and accept you as duchess, the easier it will be for you to overrule their decisions in their own dains. Those who accept you will gain a different kind of power in exchange for that.”

“Do you think they realize that?” She raised an eyebrow.

“People with power tend to be protective of it. Even if they don’t fully understand it, they know that they’re going to lose something.” Rys gestured toward Jaime. “I recommend that we avoid considering anyone spoken for, including allies.”

“I already know who supports and opposes me,” Alsia said.

“No, you know who currently supports and opposes you. But even if you can’t convince somebody with words or passion, they might be bribed or pressured. Public opposition might turn into private support. Or you might convince them to support you, because they oppose your enemies more.”

“What about those who won’t support me, no matter what?” she pressed.

He grinned. “In politics, you always need enemies. Division is an effective tool. External enemies are the best, but if you don’t have one, then you need to maintain or fabricate an internal foe. You can divide and conquer the elders here. Those who oppose you can be dealt with later, once you’ve identified those who truly dislike you.”

“Perhaps we should discuss this in private later,” Alsia muttered. “I’ve kept you away from this so far, but your tactics are much subtler than mine.”

“I’ve done this for a while. You took some drastic actions when you first rose to power, but an iron fist is best used sparingly. More difficult problems become harder to solve if your only answer is to crush everyone who might oppose you,” he said. “Better to only crush those you need to.”

The pair of them stepped toward the Kinadain elders. All eyes followed them. It was time for Rys to help Alsia identify those that needed crushing.


Chapter 28


As Rys made small talk with the various Kinadain elders, he reflected on two facts.

First, the political situation he was in had increased in complexity. He was a king now, and his enemies weren’t a bunch of semi-competent merchants. His business was that of nations. The only people worth his time needed influence at that level, or he was better off letting Vallis handle them.

Second, he was still pretty bored.

The archipelago was a melting pot and confluence of powers, but it paled in comparison to the Infernal Empire. Rys expected elegant nobles who had several schemes on the boil at once and were still trying to butter him up in case they all failed. Or warriors capable of genuinely threatening him.

Instead, he got surly elders who would blink stupidly at him if he made even the subtlest jab. The warriors barely hid their desire to pick a fight. Rys knew he wasn’t walking away from this little gathering without breaking a few jaws.

Nobody had openly picked a fight yet, however. That was part of what made it boring. Most of the elders were easy to read. Despite his earlier words to Alsia, Rys found himself mentally cataloging everyone into boxes.

True opposition was scarce, he noticed. Most of the elders seemed wary of him, or wanted to know what they or their dain gained from war. If they felt daring, they’d even question Rys about why they should remain part of the kingdom.

Simple stuff.

Also, nobody had told him that Alsia had apparently been highly sought after. Whenever she wasn’t looking, envy poured off the faces of far too many men.

Rys stared back at the jealous gazes with a bland expression. Maybe he’d gloat later, after he dealt with the current issue.

Or maybe he’d just hold another session in a few months, once Alsia was noticeably pregnant. He had prepared his spell, and all they needed was the time.

“Enjoying the performance?” a gravelly voice asked.

Rys looked over to see Elder Jaime walk over to him. His guards were nowhere to be seen.

The wolfkin elder held his hand, and Rys gripped it. Nothing had changed since the battle against the Malus League. Jaime chuckled as he shook feeling back into his hand.

“Yes, you’re still the king,” Jaime said. “I didn’t expect you to intervene personally. Lots of us don’t appreciate you.”

“We’re going to war, and I suspect there’ll be more fighting after,” Rys said. “The elders can glare at me all they like, but I need to know that they’re willing to defend what they have.”

“Defend,” the wolfkin repeated, chewing over the word. “I’ve spent some time on Dalyros and dealt with the new crop of Slayers they’re churning out, so I’ll give you some advice.”

Jaime squared up and met Rys’s gaze. “Don’t mince words. Say what you mean. The Federation sold its heritage for power. We don’t need their smooth-talking bullshit. I recognize this”—he slapped a hand on his bicep—“and your ability to waggle your tongue.”

With a laugh, Rys gestured to the nearby elders. “You really think they’ll be happy if I tell them to go to war against their kin?”

“We used to do it all the time,” Jaime said. “The only reason we stopped is because you folks showed up.”

Rys nodded. “You had to unite against us.”

“Yup. Can’t fuck around with duels and territorial disputes when you’re facing armies pouring off boats.” Jaime’s gaze wandered west, toward the sea. “Alsia is right that we need to change and move forward. But to me, that means we are finding new ways to bring back what we lost. We were once the greatest warriors of the archipelago. Now?”

“You had Barul,” Rys pointed out.

“Only Barul. A single Slayer, and no Saints.” Jaime shook his head as he glared at the distant ocean. “The greatest bastion of the Kinadain isn’t even Kinadain anymore—they’re all demihumans in the Federation, save for the Slayers due to ‘technicalities.’ That’s what I want from you.”

The Kinadain elder jabbed a finger at Rys. A moment passed in silence.

Rys tried to puzzle out the vague statement. “You don’t care if Kinadain society changes, so long as it gets back its strength.”

“Maybe. I don’t think it’s that simple. The Federation is strong, but they changed too much. But there is a path out there that lets us be true to ourselves. We create new Slayers, new Saints, and create a place that Kinadain want to come to.”

“What about Kinaria, where Tenno Morai rules?” Rys asked.

Jaime grunted. “I don’t know enough about it. She’s a pariah. We can build a nation off the back of a martyr, but she’s not dead, is she?” A bitter laugh.

“You don’t have a problem with otherkin,” Rys said.

“No. Morai and the otherkin fought as hard as the rest of us when the ships came. If they’re Kinadain, and they bleed for the dain, what’s the issue? It’s just superstitious bullshit,” Jaime said. “You’ll have my support with Alsia. If anything, you give me hope. Even the Circle seems shit-scared of you.”

Rys wasn’t sure he’d describe things that way, but he took the support offered. Jaime seemed aware of what was likely to come of anything between Rys and Alsia.

Peeling away from the burly elder, he rejoined Alsia. She had wandered off to talk with a pair of elders.

Rys recognized one of them. The old horned Kinadain had openly scowled at Rys earlier. A necklace of bones and bestial teeth hung around his neck, and the elder looked like a warrior who had seen his peak decades ago.

The other elder barely drew Rys’s eye. A hanger-on or sycophant, if Rys had to guess.

When he was only a few steps away, a pair of men blocked his path.

Both men wore furs and carried longswords. Presumably, they were warriors attached to an elder opposing Rys. Not that it mattered.

The Kinadain glared up at Rys, their muscles tensing as they tried to make themselves appear as large as possible. While they packed plenty of muscle for a normal person, the effort didn’t work.

Rys had a few inches on the tallest person here, and almost half a foot on this pair. One of the advantages of being forged as a perfect specimen by a succubus queen is that other men couldn’t really flex physical advantages over him.

Other mortal men, Rys corrected himself as he remembered Grigor’s human form. Although Rys was probably stronger than Grigor now.

“Are we feeling daring today?” Rys asked the warriors blocking his path. All the tension had finally boiled over.

Crossing his arms, he waited for a response. Maybe they’d draw their weapons, or spit an insult that they thought he couldn’t understand. He watched carefully for some sign of hostility, or a signal from one of the elders.

Instead, he felt only glares and heard only murmurings from around him. The other attendees formed a circle.

Did they think this was entertainment? Then again, the greatest Kinadain warrior on the island had already fought Rys and died in a similar situation.

Maybe picking fights with him was going to become a Kinadain cultural tradition.

“Enough,” Alsia snapped. “His Majesty has come here by our invitation, under the same rules that govern the elders. You’re insulting all our dains.”

The warriors shifted uncomfortably, and one dropped his glare. For a moment, it looked like the situation was going to end with a simple admonishment.

“He may be here by your invitation, but he is no elder, nor is he Kinadain,” the surly horned elder said, glaring at Rys. “If this ‘King’ Talarys wishes to stand in the presence of our warriors, perhaps he should prove his strength.”

Unable to help himself, Rys laughed. His opponents bristled.

“Suit yourself,” Rys said with a wolfish grin. “I am the king, after all. Did you think that I was going to back down? Or that Barul dropped dead of exhaustion?”

The name of Kavolara’s only Slayer silenced everyone. Rys looked around with a raised eyebrow, then lifted his arms.

“Come on. I’m happy to duel anyone here. Didn’t Duchess Alsia, Elder Jaime, or one of your hundreds of warriors tell you about my strength?” In order to increase the effect of his words, Rys began to let magical energy ripple off his body in an uncontrolled manner.

The two warriors stepped away from him, their hands instinctively gripping the hilts of their swords.

A long pause.

Deciding it had been long enough, Rys said, “I’m not asking any of you to fight battles that I won’t. When Avolar marches south, I’ll be on the front line. Just like I was when the Malus League invaded. The same applies to all my enemies.”

For effect, he looked at every elder present. Most met his eyes. Those that didn’t, had warriors who were willing to.

Rys wondered how many of these elders would be present at the next meeting. Hopefully most of them. The weaker ones could make for useful enemies.

The day would come when part of the Kinadain rose in righteous rebellion. If he let pathetic rebellion leaders suck up valuable resources, they would be easier to spot and deal with when the time came. The more aggressively he and Alsia weeded, the more likely that somebody competent would find their footing.

Ariel and Malusian had treated rebellions like weeds. They had tended to their gardens constantly, trying to remove all signs of trouble as soon as possible. But Rys felt that was the wrong approach.

Rebellions were a part of nature. People naturally opposed those who had more power than they had, for a variety of reasons. Every opponent that Rys crushed would create a new one, but he might not spot this one as quickly.

Better the devil he knew, than the devil he didn’t. Ironically, Ariel and Malusian understood this approach when it came to other infernals. There was a reason their most powerful subordinates were often dangerous and ambitious rivals. Infernals merely underestimated mortals.

“Our enemies are not your enemies,” the surly elder spat. “It is not our way to fight against fellow Kinadain.”

“But it has been our way in the past,” Alsia retorted.

She stepped toward Rys, parting the aggressive warriors. They bowed to her subserviently, before stepping away.

“Dains fought other dains for countless reasons, before the ships came,” Alsia said, raising her voice to carry across the clearing. “The reason for war has changed, but we remain warriors. The Slayers in the Federation wage war constantly. Avolar expands its own borders. Many former Kinadain serve as royal knights in the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom.”

Grimaces rose to faces as Alsia continued. Both the RGK and the Federation weren’t true Kinadain nations.

“And if we don’t fight now, when do we fight?” Alsia asked. “When the Federation crosses the sea? When the League invades again? Are we warriors, or simply hunters?”

“Warriors!” dozens of voices bellowed before any of the elders could say a word.

“Then we will answer Avolar’s aggression with our own, as our ancestors once would,” she continued. “We will unite the dains of Kavolara. Nobody will be able to question if we are truly Kinadain.”

A cheer rose up, and most of the elders joined in, regardless of their true feelings. As the gathering devoured the food and drank the booze, Rys kept a close eye on the elders. They split off into various groups.

Naturally, the surly elder’s mood didn’t improve.

“I feel you built up to that while I was with Jaime,” Rys said as he and Alsia retired to his office afterward.

“You spoke about division. So I stoked it,” she said with a grim smile. “I had made the mistake of trying to bring the elders onside, but forgot that they rule with the permission of the dains. At the moment, the warriors and hunters hold an outsized influence. They are arguably not being listened to, and haven’t been for some time.”

Rys leaned against his desk, facing the entrance. No papers had piled up today, as he instructed Vallis and Maria to keep his schedule clear today. Instead, a handful of vials sat in a rack, each containing a pale silver liquid.

“They want war?” he asked.

“They’re bored, distracted, and frustrated,” she clarified. Her fingers ran along the tops of the vials, and she licked her lips. “Labyrinth hunting is dangerous, but repetitive. At the same time, they feel strongly about where the dains are going. Imagine how it feels to hear about all the amazing feats that Kinadain and demihumans accomplish on other islands, while you fulfill a hunting quota day after day.”

“Hence the appeal to nostalgia.”

“Yes. Too many elders are focused on society and stability, which might make sense at their age. I… did not see the damage wrought by foreigners decades ago. They did, but is that any excuse?” Alsia sighed and looked at Rys. “Isn’t it foolish to retreat into our shells because of the past?”

“You should be asking a different question,” he said.

Chewing on her lip, Alsia thought for a moment. “If we can learn from our mistakes, why shouldn’t we try to reclaim our heritage? Or try to do something other than be blown around by winds we can’t control?”

“That’s a frustration I can understand,” Rys said with a nod. “The warriors are angry because they feel they’re denied something they once had, but don’t understand why. If you don’t channel that productively, and turn that frustration into a positive feeling, it will eventually turn on you.”

“Mmm. I remember Vallis talking about that with mercenaries. Maria asked why she didn’t want to hire them, now that Compagnon wasn’t able to bid up prices,” Alsia said.

“I imagine it’s because bored, greedy soldiers with no other skills become dangerous in peace time,” Rys said. “We just witnessed that with the recent assassination attempt on Vallis.”

Alsia frowned at the mention, but pressed on.

“She was much more crass about it. But yes,” she said. “You manage that with the demons, don’t you? They are rather violent and crude, but their urges are kept in check.”

“Demons are lazy bastards at heart, so they’re easy to manage. If they think they’ll get hurt fucking around, they’ll choose to do nothing instead.”

“Part of me wishes the Kinadain were so simple, but that is also why I am proud of my people,” she said. “As headstrong as my brother was, his willingness to die for his beliefs was worthy of respect.”

“I did appreciate his straightforwardness,” Rys admitted. “But I think he needed more than pride. His actions weren’t driven by desire for anyone or anything or even by duty, but a fundamental opposition to me. If he wanted to protect Maria, there were many better ways to accomplish that.”

“He believed you to be utterly evil,” Alsia mused. “Perhaps he was right. But I can’t help but feel that he ended up overlooking more banal evils in his life, that perhaps did more damage than you ever will.”

“Everybody seems to like talking about evil lately.” Rys chuckled and leaned over Alsia, running a hand through her hair. “Given the way you’re fingering those vials, I’d say you’re looking forward to something very evil.”

Alsia shuddered at his touch, her eyelids fluttering closed. “Oh, yes. I can imagine your evil filling me, Rys. Is it ready?”

“I wouldn’t have brought these vials here if they weren’t ready,” he said. “The catch is that I need to avoid Maria and the others for a couple of days after taking each vial.”

“Because you’ll be fertile?” she gasped out.

“Yes. I don’t think I’m quite ready for that many children at once.” He paused. “But I think you still owe me something, Alsia.”

She licked her lips and looked up at him with wide, amber eyes. Her tail skittered along the floor beneath her coat.

“Rys, make me yours,” she murmured, her gaze meeting his as her eyes glazed over. “I want you to reshape me: mind, body, and soul.”

“Is that it?” he said, amused.

“Especially my body?” she added. “Maria says you’re huge, but I don’t have anything to compare to.”

Chuckling, Rys fished a vial out of the rack and downed it in one. Alsia watched him with wide eyes.

Her eyes grew even wider as he hefted her with both hands, then dropped her on top of his desk. He moved the rack of vials to a corner cabinet with magic.

Then he crushed his lips against hers, his fingers flipping her skirt as they dug into her underwear. Juices ran down his fingers as he slid over her pussy.

“You won’t need anything to compare to,” he said once he pulled away.

Alsia gave him a small nod, her tongue sticking out as she tried to follow his movements. Cute little moans escaped her as he slipped his fingers inside her. His other hand pulled her coat open and undid her buttons.

Her pale breasts spilled out in black lingerie that looked brand new. Probably bought with Maria on a shopping trip to Anceston.

“Planning something naughty?” he asked her. His fingers ran over her hardened nipples beneath the soft fabric.

“This isn’t naughty,” she said. “It’s what I want.”

Okay, dirty talk was out. Unlike Fara and Maria, Alsia was too innocent and straightforward for it to work on.

No, Rys realized. He just needed to be blunt.

“So what do you want me to do to your breasts?” he asked. “Tell me in detail.”

Alsia’s eyes widened, and her cheeks lit on fire. Which was amusing, given he was currently fingering her and had been kissing her a second ago. Her legs were soaked with her own arousal.

“Touch them, knead them, roll them around in your hands,” she said.

Rys followed along, changing action as she spoke. Alsia’s breath quickened, and she stopped speaking.

So he stopped doing anything. She pouted.

“Rys,” she whined.

“Keep going.”

She gulped. “I… I want you to bend me over and—”

“I asked about your tits, Alsia. Don’t skip steps.” Rys laughed at the expression on her face.

“I want you to remove my bra, squeeze my nipples, lick them, and one day, drink from them.” Alsia’s face was so red that she looked like she might faint.

“Well, I can’t do that part yet,” Rys said as he unhooked her bra and tossed it on the nearby sofa. “But let’s see what these cute little buttons taste like.”

He flicked her nipples and she gasped. Then he closed his mouth over them. Alsia’s hands closed over the back of his head and ran through his hair.

“I can almost imagine the next few months,” she whispered, voice loaded with heat. “What is it that Maria told me to say…”

He waited, while suckling on her pale globes and enjoying the gasps she let out every time his finger ran over her clit.

“Fuck me, Rys.”

Would he be a king if he said no to such a genuine request like that?

Rys pulled away, undid his pants, and allowed his rock-hard prick to flop out. Alsia stared at with wide eyes, and her hands almost instinctively made gestures to compare its size.

Maria must have described how large he was with her hands. How cute. Evidently, the raw magnitude hadn’t gotten across.

He pressed his cock against her abdomen, which was still covered by her skirt. Alsia had several moments to take in just how deep he would enter her, and how full she would feel.

“Fara and Maria said it would feel good,” Alsia said, voice quivering.

“Has it felt good so far?” he asked.

“Yes…”

“Then trust them, and trust me. You’ll be riding me all night long soon enough,” he told her.

She gave him an infinitesimally small nod, allowing him to proceed.

He pulled back. Her slit sat open, clit standing upright and eager for attention. Rys rubbed his cock along her entrance, and Alsia rubbed at the raw pleasure it gave her. Liquid ran down his length, lubricating him.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded, unable to speak.

“I’d prefer a yes,” he said.

“Yes, Rys,” she said.

“Good.”

Then he pushed forward, but gently this time. His tip spread her pink lips wide and Alsia gasped. He paused, allowing her to acclimate to the new sensation.

Once he felt that she had calmed down some, Rys thrust forward. His cock easily slid all the way inside her, and his balls bumped against her crotch.

Alsia moaned this time. Her arousal dribbled all over his balls, and down onto the desk and floor. One of the servants would need to clean this up.

“See, I told you it would feel good,” he whispered.

Leaning in, he pulled Alsia into a kiss. Her tongue surrendered to his as he conquered her mouth. Her pussy molded itself to his cock as he thrust into her. He felt her moans rumble down his mouth, and her hands pawed at his arms as he pressed his body against her bare breasts.

Alsia had nowhere near the experience as the other women he was sleeping with. Soon, she reached her climax.

“Rys, it’s coming,” Alsia gasped out.

He was nowhere close to his own climax. Maybe he should relax a little. Fire began to build up in his cock, but Alsia’s moans reached fever pitch within seconds.

She screamed and crushed him in a hug. Her legs locked up, and he felt her contract around his length. Warmth sprayed against his crotch and pants as she squirted. All he could smell and hear was Alsia.

“More,” she moaned out. “I want you to fuck me more.”

“Why don’t we change things up a little?” he suggested.

He pulled out of her. No mess poured onto the floor, as he had yet to fill her up.

After picking Alsia up and returning her to the floor, Rys led her to the sofas. She walked uncertainly and needed some support.

Rys sat down, but turned Alsia around. Slowly, he guided her to face forward, with her ass over his cock. Then he got her to sit on his lap, legs spread.

While he moved her into position, Alsia’s expression fixed itself in concentration. Her scaly tail shifted across his crotch, tickling his cock with every movement. He ignored it at first, until he realized her intentions.

Her tail looped itself loosely around his cock. Not just once, but three times. Then Alsia slowly began to reel it in, which caused it to tighten.

By the end, she had wrapped her tail around his cock multiple times. She looked at him in triumph, and the tip of her scaly tail wiggled back and forth excitedly.

“Can you move it up and down?” he asked.

She stared at him. Then she nearly bit her tongue off while concentrating. After several seconds, she deflated.

“No,” she muttered.

“It’s fine,” he said. “It’s very cute.”

And hot. Some succubi were good at this. Tailjobs were great. The foxes had fluffy tails and great to touch, but too large to fuck—or more accurately, be fucked by.

But if Alsia trained her tail, he could have some real fun with her.

“You look more excited by this than anything else we’ve done,” Alsia said, staring at him.

“Let’s just say that you’re more daring than I expected,” he said with a smirk. “Now then, let’s have some real fun.”

She released her tail’s grip on his length, and he hefted her up so that her plump ass hovered over him. Her back faced him and her legs were spread, so he had complete control over her movements.

He was going to bounce Alsia up and down on his cock and see how many times he could make her orgasm before he came himself.

Rys dropped her ass onto him, and his cock slid into her. Before Alsia could even process what he was doing, he began bouncing her.

The room filled with the wet slap of her ass against his thighs. Juices trailed along his crotch, down the sofa, and onto the floor, where they pooled into a puddle. Alsia moaned and screamed incessantly, pausing only to orgasm soundlessly. Her tongue began to loll out of her mouth at some point.

“It’s so thick,” Alsia gasped out. “Ah!”

Rys had lied. He pumped load after load into her, as she kept begging for more. White foam formed from the mixing of Alsia’s juices and his seed formed around his length. At one point, Alsia scooped it up and licked it.

“Can I—” she cut off with a moan of pleasure. “Can I drink this later?”

“Knock yourself out,” he said. Then pressed her ass against him and filled her up for the last time.

After, he didn’t so much pop out of her as slide. A thick, gooey wave of his seed oozed out and coated his cock. Alsia gasped at the sensation of air entering her gaping pussy.

He placed her on her feet and turned her around to stare at the mess she made. It continued to pour out of her, running down her legs and onto the floor.

“I’m pregnant,” she said, marveling at the mess.

Oh, right. That was why Rys was having sex with her.

Well, he had certainly put enough into her that she didn’t need to worry about what was spilled.

Alsia bent over and, just as she had wanted to, drank the gooey liquid. Her mouth closed over Rys’s cock, and he ran a hand through her silken blonde hair. Dutifully, she cleaned him up. Not a single drop was left on him.

“Can we go to the bedroom after this?” she asked.

“You’ll have plenty of time with me, Alsia,” he said.

“But I want more now.”

He had told her that she would want to ride him all night long. Maybe he had been too accurate.


Chapter 29


The next week passed rapidly.

From one perspective, nothing of interest happened. The kingdom trundled along. The cold of fall settled in as winter approached. Rys’s subordinates progressed their plans, but no fireworks went off and nothing public happened to give away what was to come.

At the same time, it was an eventful week for Rys. He spent a lot of time inside with Alsia, and a lot of time inside Alsia. Despite her lack of experience, she was nothing if not enthusiastic.

Given the chance, she’d ride him all day long.

The only reason she hadn’t was that Maria tended to physically drag Alsia out of the bedroom. Neither she nor Fara made any effort to hide their jealousy, as they lacked access to Rys while he continued to take the fertility medicine. He had been serious when he said he didn’t want a litter of children just yet.

Although he noted the depth of the jealousy on show. Perhaps his ladies hadn’t been completely honest when he had asked them about pregnancy earlier.

But now it was time for a break, for several reasons.

“Are you certain it worked?” Alsia asked, rubbing her belly as they walked toward the war room.

“No. The magic of the drug allows me to control many parameters of my seed, but I don’t have any magical way to make your body bear a child. Terrible things tend to happen when magic is used to directly alter somebody’s body, let alone using it for reproduction,” he explained.

“I’ve heard a little about the dangers of human enchantment,” she said. “What about your body? Is that why you need magical assistance?”

He chuckled and paused, staring out one of the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the corridor. “No. Lacrissa didn’t enchant my old body. She rebuilt me from scratch. It’s a lost art of devils these days—known as fleshsculpting. I doubt there are more than a handful of devils capable of it.”

Ariel, Malusian, Lacrissa, and likely Darus. Asa had never bothered to learn it. Rys didn’t count the Archdevil Kauros, given the creepy bastard was supposedly sealed away.

Of those four devils, Rys knew that Malusian was pretty awful at it. Fleshsculpting was more about art than raw ability and power.

Lacrissa had sculpted Rys’s new body over the course of decades, patiently controlling mental side-effects and breakdowns as they happened.

For that reason, he barely remembered any of his memories from when he had his old body. The process was akin to reincarnation. Lacrissa had come close to destroying his mind utterly too many times, and she was likely the most talented fleshsculptor he had met.

“Your face suggests it is not pleasant,” Alsia said. She placed a hand against his cheek.

“Power comes at a price. I gained a lot due to this body—I don’t age, can channel more magical power, am physically stronger and tougher, and of course I didn’t look this good before. But the price is, ironically, something I can’t truly remember.” His eyes hardened.

Alsia brushed his cheek again. In response, he held her hand.

“You don’t need to worry,” he said with a smirk. “We’re talking about ancient history. I was like this when the world nearly ended.”

“But the drug you created can undo some of the negative effects?” she asked.

“It’s more accurate to say that I’m altering my body with it. My flesh is magical in nature, so it responds well to spells, unlike normal human bodies.” He peeled her hand off him. “You should get that daughter you want, but we’ll try again later.”

The two of them resumed their walk.

“You seem rather knowledgeable about this for someone who hasn’t done it before,” Alsia noted.

“I had to research all of this from scratch,” he said. “Although I get the feeling I knew more about my body before.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing good, I imagine. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m something of a homunculus.” He laughed at the shocked face she made. “I’m a human given an artificial body, with a soul full of holes and a magical essence corrupted by infernal energies.”

Not to mention Azrael’s interference with his soul and emotions. When people talked about wearing masks to hide their true selves, Rys couldn’t help but laugh.

Did he even have a true self, when his mind and emotions had been warped beyond recognition by magic?

He did have desires, and he defined himself with those. Duar had been willing to give Rys his blessing when they had spoken in that recreation of Ruathym, after all.

That was enough for Rys.

The doors to the war room stood before them. Rys pushed them open while Alsia dwelled on his words.

Inside, the rest of his cabinet busied themselves. As always, refreshments had been laid out on one side of the room.

Unlike usual, people actually picked at the food. Mina and Vallis stood next to each other, picking at the bite-sized morsels in front of them while chatting.

Grigor and Fara stood beside the map table, which was covered in figures. Tyrisa scribbled in a tome in one corner of the room. Presumably, she had already handed out notes and recording crystals.

“We’re just waiting on Maria?” Rys asked as he entered.

“I’m here,” came an out-of-breath voice from behind them.

Maria held her hands against her knees as she caught her breath in the doorway. She smiled at Rys before slipping inside and closing the door. After stealing a kiss, she dragged him toward the food.

Alsia followed with a placid expression. The duo already at the table shuffled over, Mina’s tails rubbing against Rys. Fara shot him a glance, but nothing more.

“The food’s improved,” he noted.

Before, most of the food had been simple sandwiches, boiled eggs, and a variety of meats. Hearty stuff, but very boring.

Today, the spread looked like genuine canapes for nobles. Vol-au-vents with a variety of meaty, saucy fillings; nearly perfect finger sandwiches; various aged cheeses and gamey meats; and what looked like trimmed slices of pork belly and apple sauce.

“Some of the newest servants worked in the Federation,” Alsia explained.

Mina paused, a vol-au-vent loaded with smoked fish halfway to her mouth. Her eyes darted between everyone.

“They’ve been vetted,” Vallis said drily. “Also, the Lilim test the food we eat.”

“But not Rys’s food?” Mina asked.

“Mary said something about how she’ll start when he asks her to.” Vallis gave him a look. “Will you ask?”

“If I find a poison that affects me, that just means I need to develop a proper countermeasure. I don’t like relying on others for my personal safety,” Rys said, hoeing into the pork belly.

The crackling was the best part, and he made a note to request more difficult dishes in the future. He had servants who could cook now.

After they ate their fill, each of them tottered over to the map table with cups of coffee. Tyrisa finally joined them.

“The crystals have images of Avolar’s forces, what we know of their planning, and even of some League mages,” Tyrisa explained.

Mina shot the knowledge devil a look. “My agents gathered the information. I can explain it.”

The two glared at each other, causing Vallis to rub the bridge of her nose. “It’s background info, right? Avolar’s preparing to march south during winter and we need to be ready to stop them.”

“More or less,” Mina said, hiding her pout. “Avolar has reinforced their standing army with green recruits, rushed large amounts of shitty weapons from untrained smiths, and are pushing their food supplies to the limits. Hyrie—my succubus—doesn’t think they’ll even have the food to last winter if we cut them off completely.”

“Have we cut them off?” Fara asked.

Vallis shook her head. “No. We’ve increased fees and tariffs, as well as offered better prices for food from Lapisloch. Avolar has been slow to upgrade their port, and the Federation haven’t stepped in to help. Running the numbers, they’ve imported half the food they did last year.”

“The Federation must be pressuring them to join,” Alsia noted. “The fact that Avolar hasn’t in the face of destruction must be what Hanna alluded to. The Circle of Brethren must be suspicious.”

“Are there signs of the League exporting food?” Rys asked.

“They’ve refused to, arguing that they’re running lean as well due to the trade embargo,” Mina said.

“And?”

She smirked. “It’s not true. The Haunts have confirmed that the League have significant food supplies. Although they haven’t been able to find out how they’re transporting other supplies north.”

“Have they found out anything?” Vallis asked, frustration leaking into her voice.

“Chief Enforcer Mave appears to be assisting Avolar now. I’ve heightened awareness of his intelligence network, but it’s difficult to openly act against Gorgria.” Mina frowned. “Until we know how the League are moving around, we should assume the worst.”

“That they’re either using an extensive smuggling network, or have some means we can’t observe,” Fara said. “Any word from Nia?”

Mina shook her head.

“Let’s step back for a moment,” Rys said. “The political situation is complicated. I think we need to make sure everyone is on the same page.”

All eyes turned to him, as if waiting for him to explain it.

Of course.

“The Malus League are the real threat, but are wary of moving against me because they don’t know how powerful I am,” he explained. “The archipelago blocks trade from them, so they need a patsy to launder everything through.”

Vallis nodded. “Tarmouth is the only port large enough to service the massive ships that sail between the continents. Smaller ones stop at the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom, but nothing big likes to enter the archipelago itself.”

She drew a line across the narrow channels that barred entrance to the central islands. Then her hand moved east, to the desert islands.

“They also don’t like going east, due to the wind that destroys life and ships,” she continued. “And the far north tends to have more dangerous bays and seas. So Kavolara ended up being the natural port, and Tarmouth controls all trade in and out of the archipelago.”

“And the League want to conquer Tarmouth,” Rys said. “This pits the rest of the archipelago against them. For whatever reason, Avolar has decided to work with the League, however. Maybe out of fear. Or perhaps just a desire for power. Unfortunately, we don’t know why Pharos is supporting the League.”

“The Gold Clan, not Pharos,” Mina corrected. “Only one clan of foxes is probably working with them. I can’t imagine Imira openly intervening in regional politics like this.”

“The Archon of the Imperial Court of Pharos, right?” Vallis asked.

“Yes. She’s…” Mina hesitated.

“An incredibly powerful fox who forsook her clan, the Six-Star Alliance, and has represented the Imperial Court ever since. Her portfolio includes all foreign matters. She enforces the Emperor’s decree to keep Pharos isolated from the rest of the world, while ensuring they are not caught unprepared,” Fara said.

Everybody looked at each other.

“I thought you said she wasn’t a fox?” Rys asked.

“She’s what is known as a havoc fox,” she explained.

What a strange term. Rys checked on the translation that his Gift provided and froze.

“I can’t say I like that name,” he said. “Is that really what she’s called in your own language?”

Fara and Mina stared at him with wide eyes.

“I thought so,” he muttered. “I guessed she used astral power, but this only confirms it. We’ll talk about this later, so that I can determine what sort of threat she is.”

“Why is she a threat?” Fara blurted out.

“Because a divine being called a ‘chaos fox’ sounds far too much like something from Pandemonium for my liking,” he said flatly. “I’ve fought the panoleth before, and this is potentially more evidence that they’ve somehow survived the Cataclysm. But like I said, it’s not important right now.”

Harrium had survived the last couple of millennia with whatever was going on. It could survive a little longer without him poking the hornet’s nest that might be whatever the archangels did to end the Cataclysm.

“So there’s a triangle to draw between the Malus League, Avolar, and the Gold Clan,” Rys said, continuing the explanation. “That gives us a lot of enemies and fewer allies than I’d like.”

“Avolar’s forces are too weak to truly threaten us,” Grigor said, finally intervening in the conversation.

“Maybe. But what happens if the League attacks from the south while we’re busy?” Rys pressed.

“Would they have the freedom to do so?” Grigor tapped the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom to the south. “They fight through proxies precisely because the RGK will destroy them if they over-commit themselves. This is like the Eternal Game—no player can act decisively, out of fear of being eliminated while their back is showing.”

A good comparison. Ariel and Malusian had avoided open confrontation for millennia because even any victory would be a Pyrrhic one. In the aftermath, another infernal could easily slay the victor and take the crown for themselves.

The same applied here. Nobody wanted to act openly, out of fear of being crushed when weakened.

If the League attacked Rys, then the other powers in the archipelago might seize the opportunity to erase them from existence. Avolar couldn’t fight Rys openly, because even if they won, the Federation could swoop in and crush them.

Which was a genuine problem.

“We’ve overlooked the Federation,” he said suddenly.

Alsia shook her head. “They are tied up in multiple wars and are unlikely to attack us openly.”

“Why? If they’re willing to invade Avolar, why not us?” Vallis asked.

“The Circle of Brethren has shown their hand.” Alsia paused for a moment. “As odd as it sounds, they have backed us in this conflict. Without their support, my dains could never have recovered from the corruption. But they also have refused to support Avolar or request that I halt the war.”

“I’m not sure I could imagine a situation more mired in politics,” Fara muttered.

“Nations are often held in equilibrium,” Rys noted. “But what it truly means is that we are free to fight Avolar. If the League moves against us, we can seek external support.”

“The fight will be the easy part,” Grigor said.

He waved a hand over the figures on the map. There were a lot more than Rys expected, although Avolar significantly outnumbered his army.

“I can’t help but notice that we have fewer troops,” Maria said with a wry smile. “Is there something you’re hiding, Grigor?”

“No.” The demon prince snorted. “We have talent and ability, where they have numbers. Their standing army is strong, but no match for our infernals. But their green recruits? Peasants who barely know how to hold a spear.”

“We haven’t been recruiting much,” Vallis said.

“I have favored sustainable training and high quality equipment over numbers, at least for now,” Grigor explained. “Once we have a core of veteran soldiers, we can use them to train and support a larger base of recruits. My time in the Empire taught me that armies of recruits shatter like poorly crafted glass.”

“Just remember that this isn’t the Empire,” Rys said. “The League will have significantly greater resources, especially with those mass-produced mage-knights of theirs.”

Mage-knights were soldiers in magical equipment produced en masse by magitech. Rys had run into them in their battle against the League, and they had been far more dangerous than others had told him they would be.

“True. But that is what strategy is about.” Grigor grinned.

“I take it you have something in mind,” Rys said. “I can always rely on you as a general.”

The demon prince paused, then lowered his head. “You are the general, Rys. But yes, I have a plan. Move our forces into Lapisloch now, before the route is cut off. Then we shall lure in Avolar’s force, who are desperate for the food stores there.”

A vicious grin crossed Grigor’s maw. “With a single blow, we will strike from behind and remove their head. They will be unable to retreat, and their supply lines will be severed. It shall be a simple victory, but a glorious one.”


Chapter 30


Now that he had Rys’s approval, Grigor put his plan into action.

Over a thousand soldiers swung north, around the mountains that separated Avolar and Anceston. Supply caravans trailed after them for weeks. They carried provisions for winter and navigated the coastal road north of the mountains while the weather remained warm enough.

Most of Rys’s demons went with Grigor. The southern border with the Malus League, protected by Fort Foret, was left to small detachment of Kinadain and soldiers that Grigor had specifically trained for the purpose. A single Malakin provided scouting support.

Rys wasn’t concerned about the League, for the reasons mentioned in the earlier meeting. But if they did surprise him, the Malakin would have a mindspeak connection to warn him. Long-distance sendings could be blocked by talented mages, but Rys had never heard of mindspeak being blocked by anything short of mental manipulation.

In most cases, Mina would be alerted by Leth and his Haunts. They remained active in the League.

The arrival of Grigor and his army was greeted by Lapisloch’s militia. Hundreds of farmers from around the region gathered together in an unruly mob with whatever weapons they got their hands on.

For a moment, it looked as if Rys would be the one conquering the region through bloody violence. Lapisloch would become collateral damage in the conflict between his kingdom and Avolar.

Then the villagers left. No meeting was held between the two sides. Grigor didn’t even wander out to threaten them or tell them that he came to protect them.

Instead, the villagers of the region realized of their own accord what an amazing thing it was that Rys’s army was there to protect them and left to hold a celebration in his honor.

But not really.

In truth, one of Mina’s succubi defused the situation. Nobody had truly wanted to oppose Rys, let alone die. Convincing them to leave with a bit of mental persuasion was child’s play for a succubus.

Rys imagined she probably bitched for hours afterward. Succubi tended to do that when given trivial jobs and weren’t allowed to “enjoy” their targets.

Once things calmed down, Grigor and the Kinadain had moved in and established themselves. Avolar’s army camped at their southern border. They were clearly nervous, but attacking now wasn’t their plan.

For one thing, despite Avolar’s numerical superiority, Rys had a reputation.

For another thing, they likely thought they’d have a huge advantage once winter set in.

And so, the weeks rolled on. Rys’s supply trains continued for as long as possible. Vallis increased the trade pressure on Avolar, while she and Maria spent most of their time in the palace. After the earlier assassination attempt, neither of them were interested in tempting fate with the army up north.

For his part, Grigor waited by Lapisloch’s small port as snow began to fall. He kept only a token force near the agricultural hub itself, and they erected fortifications north of the town.

An actual battle in Lapisloch would be troublesome. Avolar would seize any opportunity to minimize damage to the town itself.

“I don’t understand why we’re risking Lapisloch at all,” Vallis said one miserable winter’s day. “Doesn’t Grigor’s plan put everything at risk? We’re fighting Avolar during winter, while our supply lines are cut off and they have their mysterious connection to the League, and we’re going to let them take the food they need.”

Vallis and Rys stood in the war room again. Tyrisa puttered about, although Rys wasn’t sure what she was actually doing.

Probably nothing. He was beginning to realize that while Tyrisa was good at contracts and paperwork, she wasn’t a good spy.

“If you want to listen in, make yourself useful and take notes,” Rys said loudly, causing the knowledge devil to nearly jump out of her skin.

She glared at him. Despite her anger, she slinked up to the table with pen and paper. Vallis smirked at her chief of staff.

“And you, Vallis, shouldn’t you have brought up your concerns to Grigor earlier? Everybody’s gone now,” Rys said.

She rolled her eyes at him. “I seemed to be the only person who didn’t get it. Last I checked, I don’t have centuries of experience in warfare. Questioning you or Grigor is like reading about an ancient general and saying how I would have totally made a smarter decision.”

“And that doesn’t happen?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“All the time. It was insufferable when I was training as a mage. You’d think that all problems in history could be solved by sending my classmates back in time.” Vallis snorted. “So? What’s the deal?”

“Exploiting overconfidence,” he explained.

His fingers ran over the figures on the map before them. Most were clustered north of the palace, just over the mountains. This was the region of Lapisloch, an otherwise neutral territory that separated Avolar and Rys’s Kingdom of Kavolara. It was far more arable than Avolar itself, which made it a prized target in this war.

“Avolar want to avoid pitched battle with us, because they don’t have the supplies or manpower for it,” Rys explained. “At the same time, they need more food to last the winter. If they don’t get it, people will starve or riot.”

“So why are we giving it to them?”

“Because they’ll have no choice but to attack Lapisloch directly if we leave the town wide open.” Rys tapped the open space between Avolar and the agricultural hub. “The harvest has just come in, so a lot of it will still be in grain stores. Now that it’s winter, our supply lines are drastically weakened.”

Tyrisa chimed in, “Everything comes in through the port. If we leave it, they can cut us off. If we defend it, they can take the town.” She tilted her head. “So why didn’t we advance north and take the offensive?”

“One, attacking Avolar in winter would be stupid. Two, even if we struck sooner, the League’s support makes any offensive dicey—we want an advantage. And three, we need Avolar to come off as the aggressor here.” Rys gave them a look.

“Oh, right. Casus belli.” Vallis nodded. “It looks bad if we just start a war, despite all that Kinadain noise.”

“Yes. We’re obviously an antagonist, but plausible deniability goes a long way politically. People are going to see Avolar invading an independent farming region, and not the trade shenanigans we pulled off. How many people outside Anceston thought Compagnon was bad?” Rys asked.

“Err, not many. That’s probably how they got away with laundering the League’s artifacts for so long.” She winced. “So when they attack, you’re heading off to join Grigor?”

The door opened and Fara walked in. Her black tails perked up when she saw Rys, and then began waving back and forth behind her.

“I imagine we’d leave before they attack,” the fox said, having overheard the last line.

After approaching the table, Fara slipped an arm around Rys. He responded with his own arm and an appreciative squeeze of her ass.

Both Vallis and Tyrisa stared at them with barely concealed jealousy.

“I thought you were his bodyguard? Won’t he disintegrate if he spends too long in the sun?” Vallis said.

“I’m not a vampire,” Rys drawled.

“You rose from a coffin the first time I met you,” she pointed out.

“Have I sucked your blood?”

“I dunno. Have you? I’m a heavy sleeper.” She smiled cheekily at him.

Fara slapped Vallis with her tails. “Rys can take care of himself. If you want some of him to yourself, you know exactly what to do.”

“I’m his viceroy. I like to think that I should give advice that stops him from being cleaned up with a broom one day.” Vallis batted away the tails that flew at her again. “Stop that. Seriously, can you head out there early?”

“I can, but there’s no point.” Rys pointed to a bulky device sitting on the far side of the map table. “We’ve acquired a sending device from Tarmouth. Grigor has one of his own. Using it, we can communicate by voice. When the time comes for me to head to the front, I can. Until then, he keeps me up-to-date.”

“Don’t you have mindspeak?” Vallis mused.

“How often does Grigor directly talk to you using it?” Rys asked.

“Never. He always relays things through devils.”

Fara frowned. “He’s talked to me using mindspeak before. We can connect using the mind of a devil, can’t we?”

Chewing her lip, Vallis gave Rys an odd look. “I’ve noticed that you avoid doing that whenever you can. Like, why do you rely on the imps so much when you can just hijack the mental connection of some random devil to talk to anybody?”

“Precisely because I need to hijack somebody,” Rys said. “When you spend as much time around succubi as some of us have, you become inherently suspicious of mental connections. That’s why I like sendings, and these magitech devices. They grant us communication that isn’t reliant on the minds of others, even if they come with their own downsides.”

To Rys, sendings were inherently more secure. One day, he might need to worry about Lacrissa. The sooner he began to prepare for her, the better off he’d be.

“Gotcha.” Vallis nodded. “So—”

A light on the sending device began to blink. Rys switched it on with a flicker of magic.

“General,” Grigor’s voice uttered over the device, crackling slightly.

“I hate this version of the device,” Vallis grumbled, rubbing her temples. “Couldn’t we have bought one of the premium models that can project an image of the user?”

“You told me those were unreliable.” Rys gave her an odd look. “It’s just a voice projection. How does this bother you?”

“I’ve spent my entire life receiving sendings, Rys. It’s so weird to hear them coming out of a box.”

“Do you feel that way about recording crystals?” he asked, bemused.

“Those are different?” she protested.

“How?” Shaking his head, Rys redirected his attention to the device. “Sorry for the delay, Grigor. Has something happened?”

“Mina has reported movement from Avolar. Given the poor terrain and the state of the roads, I expect their army to reach Lapisloch in three to four days,” Grigor said.

Fara stepped in. “How fast can we intervene?”

Grigor chuckled. “I could reach the city of Avolar with my elites within a day. Cutting off their supply lines will be trivial.”

“Then I’ll stay here for longer,” Rys said. “Update me if they do something unexpected, or once they’re in position.”

“Of course, General.”

Grigor severed the connection after those words.

Nobody said anything for several seconds, perhaps surprised by how suddenly Grigor’s voice vanished.

“Prince Grigor sounds like he could win the war by himself. Is there really any need to fight yourself?” Tyrisa asked.

Vallis shot the devil an unreadable look. In response, Tyrisa puffed her flat chest out and refused to meet her boss’s gaze, instead waiting for Rys’s reaction.

Instead, she got one from Fara. “She might be right, Rys. You can’t spend long outside of the palace. Unlike last time, we have a proper army and two demon princes. Are you really concerned with Avolar?”

“No,” he said bluntly. “I’m concerned with the League. Both sides held back when we fought in the Labyrinth. We caught their necromancer off-guard, but Mave held back. I expected to hear something from him by now, but he’s been silent.”

“Is one mage that threatening?” Vallis asked. “Grigor’s as big as a house, and Fred could probably eat an entire mage tower for breakfast and ask for seconds.”

“Tyrisa, what do you know about mages fighting demons?” Rys asked the knowledge devil, appearing to change the subject.

Her eyes widened, and she scrambled away to grab her tome. The pages flickered as she searched through it. She bit her lip once she found what she was looking for.

“Did you already know this?” she asked him quietly.

“I drink with Grigor and Fred,” Rys said.

She nodded, then answered his question properly, “Human mages are considered to be the experts in fighting demons on Gauron at present. The most dangerous of them can match demon princes. Araunth’s younger brother, Belrauth, was defeated by the grand magister of Gauron’s greatest mage tower 20 years ago.”

Fara’s eyebrows shot up, while Vallis frowned.

“Uh, no offense, but you’re talking about a mage stronger than Maliah Jyarvic himself,” Vallis said. “Rys, Gauron’s greatest mage tower is the Tower of Stars, and it’s also the oldest.”

“Kushan helped build it, didn’t he?” Rys said.

“In the same way he helped invent evocation. There are like four mage towers that date back to Kushan’s reign. Grand Magister Taren Hand oversees the Tower of Stars, and he’s a living legend. His name was on my textbooks.” Vallis smirked. “Are you expecting Maliah to show up in person in Avolar?”

“No. But what happens if one of his lieutenants does?”

She winced, and Fara scowled. Those black fluffy tails of hers fanned out behind her.

“That’s why I’ll be there,” the fox said. “But I take your point. If the League sends powerful mages, you want to be there yourself.”

Rys nodded. “I don’t have any infernals that excel at fighting magic users. That random combat magister helping Compagnon was too weak to threaten Grigor, but I imagine that the League has far more capable fighters than him.”

“Do you excel at fighting mages?” Fara asked.

A nasty grin crossed his face. The women shuddered.

“Right. Of course you do,” Vallis muttered. “Do mages explode when they try to use magic against you?”

“No. I never managed to convince a pair of devils to give me their unique Gift that did that.”

Tyrisa’s eyes widened. “The Darus Twins?”

“No. Although one of them works for the Twins now,” he said. “That’s probably too much information as it is, given you’re going to write that in your book.”

She paused halfway through the sentence she was writing, and a guilty expression crossed her face. “Um, is it valuable?”

“You won’t like me saying this, but you will have a very large bounty placed on your head if anybody ever found the information in your knowledge Gift,” he explained. “It’s never a good idea to explain the secret behind how an assassin’s Gift works.”

The entire reason that Rys had kept his former subordinate, Harah, by his side was because she was so effective. Keeping her that way sometimes required maintaining her secret through raw brutality.

“I… think I’ll leave that out then,” Tyrisa muttered. She flicked her pen over her book, and he felt her magic erase whatever she had written.

“Smart. That’s the entire reason you should maintain a separate knowledge Gift to what is in your head. You can know things that you don’t sell to just anybody.” Rys tapped his temple. “Those secrets can be sold for a lot more, and remain secrets.”

“Is it really a secret if you sell it?” Vallis asked.

“Sure, if nobody knows that you sold it,” Tyrisa chirped with a broad grin. “That’s how business works in Hell. The only things that matter are what others find out about, not what physically took place.”

“I feel like my morals and perception of reality are corrupted with every passing day,” Vallis complained. “Anyway, we need to take care of a few minor matters while you’re still here. I imagine you’ll teleport away the second you get word.”

The next few days passed quickly. Grigor checked in each day, as did Mina. Eventually, the time arrived for Rys to head north.

Avolar had reached the lake that Lapisloch was named after. Tomorrow, they would undoubtably move on the town itself.

Rys imagined that Grigor’s plan was in full swing right now.

“Are you ready?” Fara asked him.

“I’ve practiced this a few times now. I don’t like relying on others for this sort of thing,” he said.

“Can’t say I’ve noticed,” she said drily.

“I dunno, he seems to rely on me a lot,” Vallis said.

“That’s because you’re doing something he doesn’t want to do. Paperwork isn’t exactly a life or death matter,” Fara said.

“I dunno. A lot of my paperwork seems to deal with death lately. Unless all those weapons and food supplies are for a different war.”

The fox shot Vallis a look and earned herself a grin in response.

“Remember Mina’s warning. There are plenty of guards in the palace, but Anceston itself is protected by a skeleton crew and a single succubus,” Rys warned. “If anything goes wrong, retreat into the control room and contact me using mindspeak. I’ll return right away. You might also try contacting the foxes in the nearby village, as they might be willing to help you due to Fara.”

“Didn’t you build that wall to protect us?” Vallis asked, gesturing to the stout stone wall that ran around the outer perimeter of the palace grounds.

“A crippled demon could jump over it in his sleep. It’s mostly there for appearance and to keep out the rabble,” he said with a frown. “Until I get another power slate, I can’t build proper defenses.”

“Gotcha.” She hesitated. “Are you really that worried? They took a swing at me earlier, but Mina thinks they burned a lot of resources trying.”

“No. But only an idiot doesn’t make preparations for the worst.” He looked eyes with her. “Remember your position, and the fact that I make plans for the long run. Nothing is without risk, but I can mitigate it.”

“Right.” She nodded this time. “I’d wish you well, but I feel I should be supporting Avolar given how badly you’ll crush them.”

He rolled his eyes at her. Fara fulfilled his duty, as her tails shifted and she slapped Vallis upside the head with magic.

“I’m higher rank than you, now. That’s insubordination,” Vallis whined as she rubbed her head.

“Did you see anything, Rys?” Fara asked him.

“Nope.”

Vallis grumbled inaudibly under her breath.

Stepping up to Fara, Rys prepared to grab her. Then he paused before doing so.

“You’re not going to shatter my ribs this time, are you?” he asked.

“Would I do that?” the fox said, batting her eyelashes at him.

“You tried awfully hard last time.”

He rolled his eyes and pulled her into an embrace. Her breath caught and her tails wrapped around him. For a moment, he wondered if she was going to pull him into a kiss.

He heard Vallis’s breath quicken as she watched them. If he looked over, he suspected that he’d see her hitching her skirt up. He heard it rustle.

“We’ll be back soon enough, Vallis. Don’t let the paperwork pile up, and don’t spend too much time doing that,” Rys said, not looking at her even as his tone sharpened.

She hissed, and he heard her skirt rustle again. “I wasn’t doing anything.”

Under her breath, she muttered something about him being an “omniscient bastard.”

Then Rys cast a teleportation ritual. A red circle of power rippled around his and Fara’s feet, before shadow swallowed them.

Then they appeared in the middle of what appeared to be barren tundra. The land was bare, save for trees stripped of all greenery. Not a single sign of life showed itself for miles. Mist rose from the icy ground in the distance, blocking their vision.

Rys swore that he saw sea to his left, but couldn’t tell.

“Fuck, it’s cold,” he swore, rubbing his arms.

His body instantly reacted to the shift in climate by pumping magic into every inch of his flesh. Within a few moments, his body temperature felt normal, but he knew better.

Damn this northern winter. How did Fara look so happy and calm, especially wearing comparatively little? She showed cleavage in this frigid weather, for fuck’s sake.

“Don’t grin at me,” he muttered.

“It’s so cute to see you bitch about the cold,” she said with a laugh. “Aren’t you some sort of immortal demigod? How does a little snow bother you?”

He didn’t tell her that it didn’t, at least after the first few seconds. But he still disliked it. His skin tingled uncomfortably, and he felt the constant rush of magical energy throughout his body.

Fara looked around, confused. “I’m pretty sure Lapisloch doesn’t look like this in winter. It’s lowland, so it should be more snow than tundra. This looks like Avolar. Or Sarete, even. Barren, awful places.”

“I’m pretty sure I overshot,” he said. “Let me check.”

He quickly cast a navigation spell, and a glowing red needle appeared above his hand. It pointed south-west.

Fara stared at him. “How… It took you three teleportation attempts to travel maybe 30 miles last time. What the fuck, Rys?”

“I’m adjusting to my regained power,” he admitted. “It’s not like I have lots of time to practice my teleportation these days.”

“True.” She tilted her head. “I didn’t throw up this time at least.”

“I noticed. Do you feel sick? I can wait a few more minutes if you do.”

“Please.”

They waited in silence for roughly ten minutes. Rys felt the power of Castle Aion drain away, but much slower than before.

He hadn’t used anywhere near the full potential of the summoning slate he had added to the control room. Presumably, that allowed him to stay outside the castle for longer. Before, he had been able to stay outside for maybe eight hours at most.

Now, he guessed that he could probably operate for an entire twenty-four hours, unless he pulled some serious stunts. For safety, he didn’t plan to push himself anywhere near that far.

Once Fara gave him the signal, he teleported them to Lapisloch’s port.

Or at least, Grigor had described it that way.

“We’ve been calling this a port?” Rys asked, nonplussed.

“There are ships here, aren’t there? Look, there’s one with our flag.” Fara pointed at a small vessel that flew the flag of the Kingdom of Kavolara.

“Did Vallis commandeer somebody’s fishing boat?”

“You’re being mean. This is an agricultural hub, but we’re talking about a region with literally one town.” She rolled her eyes. “If the archipelago is the boonies, then Lapisloch is the boonies in the boonies. People come here to get away from the rest of the island.”

Somehow, that fact had escaped Rys. He had seen the region as a food producer and assumed that made it important.

“That explains why Tarmouth were uninterested,” he said. “Is Avolar’s port any bigger?”

“No.” Fara shook her head. “They have a few seaside villages like this, and the only difference is that their piers are a little bigger. If they weren’t, no trader would ever sail north. And let’s face it, nobody wants to travel by land up here. It takes weeks to get to Avolar by foot for normal people.”

No wonder they had gone to war once Rys had begun to put pressure on their food supplies. Then again, they had been antagonistic to begin with. He didn’t feel too bad.

Not that he would have anyway. Their willingness to work with the Malus League only made politics easier. He would have conquered them no matter what.

Other than the tiny pier, the port consisted of no more than thirty buildings. It truly was a village. Ditches and rough dirt roads ran out from the village. Barren farmland covered the vicinity.

Rys guessed there couldn’t be more than two hundred people living here, especially as several of the buildings were related to the port itself.

Outside the village, Grigor had set up a sprawling camp that dwarfed it in size. His army consisted of approximately 1500 soldiers, although this was half the size of Avolar’s force.

Rys strode into the camp. Simple fortifications protected it, consisting of ditches and multiple layers of palisade. There was no single wall or gate. Instead, Rys zig-zagged between the wooden walls while archers saluted him. Stakes lined the front of each wall.

Against magic, a single layer of walls could be blown apart easily. Even ditches could be overcome. Based on Mina’s intelligence, Avolar’s elite knights were all capable spellcasters. A charge by mounted cavalry capable of magic could annihilate a weak fortification as if it didn’t exist.

So Grigor had changed things up. It would be harder for a charge to get through multiple walls at once, and that would leave the horses running headlong into walls and stakes.

“Couldn’t a defensive position like this hold off a force like Avolar’s?” Fara asked.

“Maybe, but you’re bringing up the same point that Vallis did,” he said. “The problem is winning even if Avolar has something up their sleeves, especially if they don’t want to attack us head on.”

“I remember being taught that you need to outnumber an enemy ten-to-one to win sieges.”

Rys snorted. “I hate that figure. It’s such a garbage ratio. That’s the number for cordoning off a city and preventing sorties from breaking through. I don’t plan to starve anyone out, and if Avolar is dumb enough to try, they’ll get a nasty surprise.”

Fara nodded. “It always sounded a little strange to me. How could any general win a battle if they needed ten times the soldiers to take a fortress?”

“Well, the answer to that is mostly by forcing the enemy to leave their fortress.” Rys chuckled. “Do you think Avolar’s army will hole up in Lapisloch if we set fire to Avolar’s farmland?”

“Ah.” Fara’s expression turned grim. “Armies need to defend their countries, even if they know it’s useless.”

“Yes. A ruler that can’t protect his people won’t remain a ruler for very long, even if he survives a siege.”

“Is that your plan?” she raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t talked about much after Lapisloch. Mina has been working away at Avolar with her new succubi, but I don’t know why.”

He winked at Fara. “Don’t you know my preferences? I prefer it when things are presented to me, rather than when I have to take them by force.”

Her tails lowered behind her as she walked, but there was a glint of pride in her eyes. Fara appeared to be impressed—or would be, if he pulled off his plan.

The two of them found Grigor’s tent, which was protected by a group of lesser demons playing cards. They nodded at Rys when he approached. Their eyes widened when they saw Fara, and they shot to their feet.

“Keep playing,” he said.

The demons nodded, then returned to their game.

“What did you do to them to scare the shit out of them? They haven’t acted like that around me for months,” he asked as they entered the tent.

“I’m your sword, which also means I enforce Vallis’s will,” Fara said. “Sometimes I remind the demons of who will torch them if they get out of line.” She smiled wolfishly. “Didn’t you say that’s how you keep the demons under control?”

“I didn’t expect you to take to it so quickly.”

“Ah, but she is exceptionally good at it,” Fred said, butting into their conversation. He looked over at the pair of them from one corner of the tent, peering over his comically small spectacles. “If you are here, you should contact your spymaster, Rys. She has been keen to brief you for hours.”

Rys nodded, then reached out for Mina using mindspeak.

She had situated herself in the city of Avolar, directly overseeing her succubi in the region. Unlike Grigor, she didn’t have a sending device. It was too bulky and the chance of detection too high.

While sendings couldn’t be intercepted by anyone other than the recipient—at least, in normal circumstances—they left noticeable magical traces. A sending was the equivalent of a mage screaming out encrypted messages in the magical plane, in the hopes that their recipient was close enough to hear them.

Naturally, other mages could detect them. Mina suspected that Vallis’s ambush had been triggered when the enemy detected Vallis’s sending.

Mages could also block sendings. The Labyrinth blocked them. Apparently, some mage towers had wards strong enough to do the same. Rys intended to experiment in his palace at some stage.

More interesting to him was the fact that sendings had a limited range. Those “magical screams” needed to be boosted in order to reach their targets. To do this, sending towers dotted the archipelago. There was one sitting in this village, even.

Naturally, a country could shut down sending towers to stop sendings. To avoid this, sending devices had significantly longer ranges. Mage towers had devices with far greater ranges, and the inter-continental vessels that traveled between Gauron and Pharos apparently had some way to store sendings for later transmission. This was the only secure way for the archipelago to contact anyone on the continents.

Fortunately, Rys had mindspeak. Despite his concerns about hijacking the mind of another devil, it did have security benefits.

At least, until enemy succubi showed up. There were always trade-offs.

“Mina, talk to me,” he said.

“Rys!” she chirped in his head, her voice practically purring. “I already briefed Grigor, but this shouldn’t take too long.”

He indicated for her to continue.

“Most of Avolar’s army is near Lapisloch. We’ve evacuated most of the town to the outlying villages and taken what food we can. I don’t think they noticed—although I had Hyrie erase the memories from the people who moved the food anyway.”

“Good thinking. Go on,” he said.

“Once they take the town, they’ll find themselves with way less food than they expected, and entirely reliant on their supply lines.” She giggled. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“It is. They took longer than I expected to move south. Any idea why?”

“I think it’s because they have more new recruits than expected, but be wary of something nastier. I’ve kept the succubi away, because I don’t want to risk any League mages detecting them.” Mina mentally clicked her tongue, which made an odd noise in his head. “You should expect a lot of magic in their army. A couple thousand weak soldiers, but very strong knights and mages.”

Rys noted that down. Sure, Grigor was in command and Fred was here, but it was good for Rys to take over if necessary.

“I’ll need you to start the next step the moment the battle is over,” he said. “Things will move fast, and I don’t expect it to be pretty.”

“I’m picking out your future puppet leader as we speak,” Mina purred. “Just deliver a field of corpses and it will be easy for me, master.”

“You don’t tire of calling me that, do you?”

“I like to imagine calling you it in a very different way.” She giggled. “Anyway, I should go. I can feel this succubus getting horny now.”

That was the problem with mindspeak relays—the devil in question eavesdropped.

Rys wondered how much the succubi affected Mina. She had been a minx before, but how long before she made a move on him?

Before he pondered the question any further, Grigor returned. He entered the tent and nodded at Rys.

“Grigor, Mina says it’s time to move,” Rys said.


Chapter 31


“They look lost,” Fara said.

“More like chickens running around, raining blood everywhere as they wonder how they lost their heads.” Margrim chuckled as he puffed on a cigarette.

Taras shook his head. “Incorrect. They know what they’re looking for. But they fail to comprehend that it is not there. Such fools.”

Rys stared at the black-clad devil next to him.

Why did Taras have to be the one that was the most accurate and pithy? Now Rys was duty-bound to disagree with him.

The four of them stood on top of the bluffs south of Lapisloch, near the forest. They watched as Avolar’s army ran amok throughout the town, desperately searching for food supplies that Mina and Grigor had removed during the weeks prior.

A few days had passed since Avolar had marched south. Rys had passed the time inside a nearby cave that led to the Labyrinth, waiting for the enemy to grow impatient. So far, Avolar hadn’t made their move, but this panic they saw below suggested otherwise.

“Rys, that’s a face that suggests you’re going to play devil’s advocate,” Fara said.

“We call it archangel’s advocate,” he said.

“Bullshit.”

Margrim flicked his cigarette over the cliff, then lit up another one with a finger of hellfire. “Pretty sure you mortals got the term from how pointlessly argumentative our courts are, actually. Boss, did the angels argue much?”

“That would require them to have independent thought,” Rys said.

“The hot blonde we met in… whatever the fuck happened in the Labyrinth, seemed to be pretty independent.” The Ashen lieutenant smirked. “Did you inject some life into her the old-fashioned way?”

Fara ran a hand over her face and groaned, while Taras pretended not to hear.

“Sirion was… different,” Rys said. “But even so, there was a gap between how she was professionally and in private. If her orders required it, she would have executed me on the spot. I suspect the only reason I survived is that same reason I survived the Cataclysm.”

“Can’t say I know why that is, boss.”

Fara’s ears pricked up. This time, Taras appeared to be interested.

“Let’s just say I bumped into Azrael.” Rys chewed the inside of his mouth. “I survived. Not many others did. The same went for many of my encounters.”

“Such as Sirion chopping off your arm?” Fara asked, eyes narrowed.

“Azrael didn’t chop off any body parts. If he had, I wouldn’t have gotten them back.” Rys chuckled darkly. “I’m pretty sure that sword of his severs concepts. There’s probably no regeneration or healing magic on Harrium capable of healing wounds from it.”

Margrim let out a whistle. “But I bet you once knew a trick, right?”

Did he? Rys didn’t know, naturally. Something scratched at his mind, telling him that he once knew something.

At the same time, a dark feeling overtook his mind. Whatever he had done to defeat astral power came with one hell of a price.

Pun intended.

“We’ve seen what we came here for,” Rys declared. “Taras, keep us posted. Margrim—”

“I know my job, boss. If they get close to the hidden food supplies, burn ‘em all.” The Ashen grinned.

“Try burning the enemy first,” Rys advised. “I don’t like wasting food.”

Then he left with a flourish and a spell, Fara in his arms. They reappeared dozens of miles to the east, below a ridge.

A cave was barely visible nearby, hidden between a cleft. Rys scaled the snow-covered rocks without a word.

Inside, there was an entrance to the Labyrinth. He didn’t know if this led to the real deal and didn’t care. So far, Avolar had showed no inclination to attack through the Labyrinth itself. Rys was happy to keep it that way.

“You would have fit in with the enforcers,” Fara said as they settled in for a long wait. “Your patience is almost grating.”

“If I didn’t know how to pass the time, I would have gone mad long ago,” he replied, leaning against the wall.

“Are all older infernals like this, then?” Fara asked. “Margrim could probably stand around smoking for a century. Grigor and Fred argue about anything and everything for hours on end, then finish with drinks. They make me feel young.”

“Hell is apparently interminable boredom,” Rys said. “The Empire held itself together despite its issues because most infernals hated the idea of going back.”

“The ones you summon definitely have no interest in returning,” she said. “But really, every infernal?”

He chuckled. “No. But anyone who lives long enough needs to find some way to pass the time. Succubi fuck. Demons fight. Arcas devils try to get themselves killed. Knowledge devils scour every library in existence.”

“Arcas devils? I feel you’ve mentioned them before.”

“Flat-chested murder-machines with unquenchable bloodthirst. I’ve been able to summon them for a while, but they can be dangerous if left idle,” he said.

“Ah. Your strength Gift comes from one.” Fara nodded.

“Yes. Krisanem is orders of magnitude more powerful than any other Arcas devil I’ve heard of.” He frowned. “They’re usually glass cannons used to defeat sturdy enemies, like dragons or demons like Fred.”

“Fred specifically?”

“Bausfrahr in general. Demons with replacement Gifts are difficult to kill, but Arcas devils are their exact opposite,” he explained.

Where Fred was a slow-moving brick shithouse with limited offensive capability, an Arcas devil died when sneezed at by magic but could vaporize a small castle.

Both Fara and Rys chattered away for hours, waiting for word from Grigor.

At some point, something occurred to Fara, as her ears and tails pricked up. “Oh, right. I wanted to bring something up.”

He glared at her. “Don’t you dare tell me to call him Tarasu.”

Fara smirked. “He lives rent-free in your head, doesn’t he?”

“Oh no, he pays rent. He’s a summoned devil.”

She groaned. “That’s not what I meant.”

“I don’t care. I refuse to accept that as his win this time. He forgot to remind me about his name.”

“You know that you’re tempting fate by bringing that up? I bet that you’ll find some reminder somewhere. Like, we’ll teleport back to the town once Avolar leaves and find out that Taras has spelled out his name with corpses,” she said.

That would be pretty amazing. Rys made a note to visit Lapisloch before heading to wherever the battle actually took place.

“Anyway, that wasn’t what I wanted to ask.” Fara hesitated. “You don’t consider yourself human, do you?”

“Not anymore.”

“But you’re also not an infernal. What’s that like?” Her eyes bored into him. “Knowing that you don’t belong anywhere and that your choices in life have granted you power, but that you’ve permanently severed yourself from everyone else.”

Rys stared at Fara, and his expression turned grim.

This question wasn’t truly about him.

“A comprehensive answer would be too nuanced to be of use to you,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “But I suspect you already know my opinion.”

“You gained power. That alone makes it worth it,” Fara said, nodding thoughtfully.

“Yes, but no.” Rys sighed and looked into the darkness of the Labyrinth below. “I told Alsia not long ago that power comes with a price. I believe that power is the only currency in the world—that means that gaining one type of power often means trading away another. Social influence is power. If turning the entire world against you is the price, nothing short of omnipotence is worth it.”

Fara gulped. “Oh.”

He turned to face her. “Fara, what’s this about? You’ve been avoiding a serious discussion ever since we returned from the Labyrinth.”

“I… I’m facing a choice that I don’t really understand,” she admitted, face turning red. “It’s about Imira.”

“The havoc fox, who was once a mystic fox.” Rys kept his expression neutral, despite his concerns about what a havoc fox was.

“Yes.” Fara gulped again. “You might be the only person on Harrium who might understand the choice I’m facing. But I wanted to make it myself, rather than be influenced by you.”

“Fair. Is that why you waited?”

“Yes. I think we need to talk about it.”

He leveled a look at her and she winced.

“I mean it this time,” she protested. “After Lapisloch, I’ll explain everything to you. You might not like it, however.”

“There are a lot of things I don’t like, but I usually learn to accept them,” Rys replied. “Sometimes the spice of life comes from allowing a little bit of chaos into it, instead of trying to control every little thing.”

“Spoken like a man who spends every day bored to death in his office,” Fara teased with a smile.

“You should join me in there more often. I’m sure Maria would be thrilled.” He winked at her.

She groaned. “Not you, too. You’re screwing Alsia now, right? Why not convince her to join in? I’m happy to have you all to myself.”

That sounded like a fantastic idea, especially as he knew Maria would be very interested in him later.

With the serious conversation over, they settled into a comfortable rhythm of light chatter and rotating naps. A day passed, and Fara gestured for Rys to leave the Labyrinth. Unlike him, she remained outside the invisible barrier that prevented mindspeak and sendings from working.

Margrim’s voice entered Rys’s head once he protected himself and stepped outside.

“Boss, had to burn some of the supplies,” the Ashen told him over mindspeak. “Saw a bunch of mages out on patrol with the knights. No markings.”

“League mages,” Rys said.

“That’s my guess,” Margrim replied. “I think they found us using magic, so I pulled out. Best not to head back or go near the hidden supplies, I think. Taras is keeping watch.”

“Got it. Regroup with Grigor,” Rys ordered.

He was about to sever the connection, but Margrim seemed to have more to say.

“And?” Rys asked.

“You won’t like this.”

“I’m in command. It’s my job to deal with things I dislike.”

“Yeah, but you really won’t like this specific thing,” Margrim said with a chuckle.

Somehow, Rys knew what was about to come.

“Did he spell his name with corpses?” he asked.

“That would be pretty great. I should give him that idea.”

Damn.

“But no, you’ll find out when you eventually fight these schmucks from Avolar.” After letting out a raucous laugh, Margrim cut the link.

What the hell did that mean?

Later that day, Rys got his chance to find out. The sun began to set and Grigor contacted him over mindspeak.

“They’re moving.”

With that, Rys and Fara left. They teleported north, right to Grigor’s new encampment.

Ditches and low walls ran across hundreds of meters, blocking a dirt road. Beyond them sat a mass of tents. Soldiers gathered around low fires as they cooked their rations. Only a token guard defended the walls.

A tower stood within the camp, roughly in line with the road. Burned-out buildings surrounded it.

Rys and Fara found Grigor outside the tower.

“What was this, a supply depot?” Rys asked as he approached.

Grigor grunted. “They built many of these along the road. We found several smaller ones farther east, in the hills.”

“Do you think you’ve missed any?”

“Not enough for Avolar’s army to supply itself.” Grigor gestured to the surrounding camp. “While Frederick established the camp, I burned out every depot and supply caravan between us and Torm Ridge.”

Fara’s eyebrows shot up. “Didn’t they have border forts farther south? Avolar advanced south months ago.”

“What use are border forts without an army to garrison them?” Grigor snorted. “Most of them were so ramshackle that a single use of my earth spike Gift sent the guards fleeing for their lives.”

“In other words, they underestimated the speed we could move at,” Rys said. “What’s the word on Torm Ridge? I thought Avolar left a small army there.”

“It has mobilized, but given the speed their other army marched at…” The demon prince shook his head. “They are days away. I have shut down the sending towers in the region, although they may have long-range devices.”

“So they might try to pincer us, but we’ll have plenty of warning.” Rys rubbed his chin.

“No. The army in Lapisloch is marching toward us.” Grigor’s maw twisted. “Perhaps they believe their reinforcements are closer than expected. But I believe they might simply overestimate their ability.”

“I didn’t think they’d panic this soon,” Rys said. He frowned. “Don’t get overconfident, Grigor. They might be up to something, especially with the League mages.”

“Regardless, this is our opportunity to claim victory. We should seize it.”

“I didn’t say not to. Make the preparations,” Rys ordered. “When do you expect them to attack?”

“Early tomorrow. My concern is that they may march throughout the night, and strike at dawn,” Grigor said.

“That would be immensely stupid. They’d be exhausted from marching all night, and most of their army have never fought a real battle.” Rys sighed. “I’ll stick around then. If Taras thinks they’ll be late, I’ll retreat to the Labyrinth to preserve my strength.”

Rys settled in once again for a long wait, with Fara beside him. Her tails wrapped around his body and kept him warm.

Part of him wanted to do something else to stay warm, but the look she gave him when he grabbed her breast told him otherwise.

“We can fuck after the battle, Rys,” she said drily. “Unlike you, I’m not a machine. You tire me out with your endless stamina.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

The night passed quickly enough. Rys ended up staying.

Stupidity turned out to be the order of the day.

Avolar’s army crept up in the morning mist. The first rays of sunlight were barely visible in the distance, obscured by the weather and mountains. By the time the sun got out of bed, the battle might be over.

Not that it mattered to Rys. Taras and his Malakin had tailed the enemy the entire night. Avolar’s attempt to surprise him had been an abject failure.

Rys stood on one of the platforms behind the dirt walls protecting the camp. He sipped at a mug of coffee and tried not to make a face.

“You’re so damn precious about your coffee,” Fara said. She favored water this early, but also had some bread in her other hand.

“Shit coffee is shit coffee,” Rys said. “But I’ll take what I can get out here. Something hot helps in this awful fucking weather.”

Behind them, his army finished off whatever rations they could and prepared for battle. Grigor wanted Avolar to believe they had the element of surprise, so he didn’t move everybody into formation yet.

Nearly three thousand soldiers lined up in the distance, visible thanks to Rys’s magically enhanced vision.

“They have a lot of cavalry,” Fara noted. “I count at least three or four hundred.”

“Five hundred, according to Taras.” Rys pointed at the three groups he spotted. “A hundred heavy knights in the center—presumably the elites we’ve been warned about—and two hundred on each flank. I can’t see any mages, however.”

“Could they be pulling the same trick as at Fort Foret?” she asked.

The last time the League attacked, they hid their mages among the regular soldiers.

“I doubt it. They don’t need to crack proper fortifications this time. But they’re definitely up to something,” he said.

For his part, Rys had half the army of Avolar. What he did have were plenty of elite soldiers, however.

Kinadain swordsmen, sorcerers, and archers from the dains, as well as his infernals. His two demon princes alone made up for countless enemy soldiers. Only Avolar’s elite knights and the Malus League mages could hope to hurt Fred and Grigor.

As the minutes ground on, Rys wondered when Avolar would attack.

Suddenly, an enemy knight rode forward. It took Rys several seconds to realize that he wasn’t riding a horse, but some sort of griffon.

“Don’t griffons usually have wings?” he asked, confused.

“We mostly have wingless varieties around here,” Fara said.

“Hmm. Do you remember who this is?” Rys gestured to who he presumed was the enemy commander.

“General Myrne. He’s the brother of an elder, and was a Slayer candidate. I’ve bumped into him before, mostly because he was friends with Barul,” Fara said.

“That would have been nice to know.”

“I imagine Alsia didn’t tell you for a reason. Or maybe she didn’t remember. It’s hard to tell when it comes to her.” The fox shrugged.

Whatever the case, Myrne appeared to be preparing to say something. His army readied itself to charge behind him.

“General Grigor!” Myrne roared, magic carrying his voice across the entire valley. “I will offer you one chance to surrender, and spare you and your tainted king the humiliation of defeat.”

“So much for surprise,” Rys muttered.

Behind him, he heard orders bellowed out as Grigor dropped the charade.

No response was given to Myrne. Rys sipped his coffee.

“I have more for you, General Grigor!” Myrne gestured behind him, and one of his knights rode forth from the rear line.

The knight carried a figure over the front of his stallion. Said figure was swathed in black and tied up with thick ropes.

Rys slugged down his coffee and tossed the mug aside. “Goddammit.”

“If you do not surrender, I will have no choice but to execute this prisoner,” Myrne bellowed.

“Is that…” Fara said, eyes wide and ears bolt upright.

Rys didn’t answer, and instead rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“If you wish to save the life of your elite agent, Tarasu, then surrender!” Myrne said.

Silence, save for the soldiers forming up around Rys.

“That’s not him, is it?” Fara asked flatly.

“Of course not. I can sense him over a mile away. That’s just some random asshole that Taras dressed up.” Rys cursed. “I bet he got the fucking succubi in on this. This was what Margrim was referring to? Avolar thinks that Taras is an elite agent?”

“You are genuinely mad.”

“I can’t believe I’m being threatened over the life of fucking Taras, and it’s just a prank,” Rys said.

After swearing again, Rys cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted back, “His name is Taras!”

Laughter rose up from the infernals around him, including guffaws from Grigor. Avolar’s army shifted nervously.

Myrne paced back and forth on his griffon.

“I won’t repeat myself,” he shouted.

“Fuck it,” Rys said.

Then with a flick of his wrist, he incinerated the knight carrying the fake Taras. Myrne’s griffon leaped backward, and shouts rose up from their formation.

Motes of prismatic light vanished once the hellfire dissipated. The knight and the fake Taras were gone.

“I’ll give Taras the win now,” Rys muttered, while Fara grinned at him.

Then Myrne roared in fury and ordered his army forward.

The Battle of Lapisloch had finally begun.


Chapter 32


The thundering of hooves rumbled across the battlefield. Myrne’s cavalry caught up to him within seconds, and he effortlessly joined their formation as they charged across the dimly lit wasteland around them.

Despite the cold, the ground was clear. If snow had covered the ground, this battle would have played out very differently. No grand cavalry charge—at least, not if Myrne wanted his horses to keep their legs.

Thousands of boots clattered as the rest of Avolar’s army followed behind the cavalry at a brisk pace. Given the distance, they hadn’t broken out in a sprint yet.

The Ashen popped up on the walls beside Rys. Fireballs appeared in their hands, but they didn’t hurl them at the enemy yet. Margrim appeared to be coordinating over mindspeak and looked over the Kavolaran army behind him.

Over five hundred archers notched arrows and took aim. Several demons and Kinadain bellowed orders to fire.

Only then did Margrim and his Ashen throw their balls of hellfire. Rys conjured up a pair of flaming orbs, each the size of his torso, and joined in with the volley.

The dark sky lit up with the arcing flames. Avolar’s army didn’t falter in their advance.

Shouts rose up from the cavalry. A surge of magic rose from the knights, and five hundred shields glowed in sympathy. Myrne and the captains of each cavalry detachment raised their swords.

“Shit. Fara, do you recognize the spell?” Rys asked, hastily gathering power for a barrier.

If that was an offensive spell, he’d need to block it himself. His handful of Kinadain sorcerers couldn’t maintain a barrier across three fronts.

“They’re not attacking,” Fara said, her tails spinning behind her as she analyzed the battlefield. “But you won’t like this.”

Right after she said that, Avolar’s knights finished their spell. Their shields glowed blindingly bright, and a golden barrier appeared in front of the entire army. It stretched across the battlefield.

The hellfire and arrows exploded futilely on it. Rys’s blasts caused the light to flicker and crack, but the knights merely roared in response. The barrier glowed brighter and seemed to repair itself instantly.

“That’s a lot more magic than I expected,” he said.

“Even if they’re not trained mages, five hundred spellcasters is a lot, Rys,” Fara said. “I can still punch through it with my magic, but there’s no chance I can disrupt it long enough. Can you do something?”

“Not yet,” he said.

Or more accurately, he didn’t want to play his trump card so early in the battle. If this was Avolar’s opening move, what else did they have up their sleeve.

“Margrim, can you cast your hellfire past the barrier?” Rys asked over mindspeak.

“You bet,” Margrim responded. “It’s just a wall of magic. Nowhere near as complex as the stuff built into walls and fortresses.”

The Ashen had the ability to summon hellfire indirectly using ritual magic. Rys could do the same thing, but his method was more complex and time intensive. Unlike the Ashen, he didn’t have a Gift dedicated to casting hellfire.

Seconds later, plumes of fire burst forth from beneath the cavalry. Some of the horses panicked, but Avolar used trained warhorses. The casualties mounted, but with only 15 Ashen, only so many knights could be taken out using rituals like this.

Myrne roared again. His army picked up speed, even though the remaining distance was too far.

Roughly a thousand of Avolar’s soldiers stopped. It took a few moments for Rys to realize they were archers, by which time they were lining up for volley fire.

The rest of the army kept moving. Myrne’s knights were rapidly approaching the fortifications and their barrier suddenly shattered as they stopped maintaining it. The infantry jogged forward behind them. They would be vulnerable to arrows now.

Rys’s force maintained formation behind the dirt walls and ditches they had built over the past couple of days. His elites were spread across the army. The exception were the elite Kinadain swordsmen from Alsia’s dain, who held the center along with Grigor.

“Brace for a charge,” Grigor roared. “We fight for the kingdom, and for the honor and glory of victory over the defeated.”

A rough cheer rose up from the ranks. The demons and Kinadain were enthusiastic, but the newer recruits less so.

Fara gave Rys a look.

He shrugged. “Once they win a few battles, they’ll never want to fight for anyone other than Grigor. Anyway, look.”

Myrne’s knights glowed once again, but this time their weapons were the foci of their spell.

This was bound to be an offensive spell. Each unit of cavalry appeared to be casting a different spell, but they were each some form of ritual spell.

These knights were mounted battlemages, capable of casting hundred-man rituals while charging forward on horseback. Rys wanted his own Kinadain knights, just like them.

A shame he’d probably end up killing most of these ones.

Rys drew heavily on his own magic, and a glowing circle appeared around his feet. Fara reflexively moved away from him.

When the knights unleashed their spells, Rys cast his own.

Two blood red barriers snapped into existence in front of him. One stood in front of the fortifications, and the other close enough that he could touch it.

Fara did exactly that. She swore when it crackled and burned her skin.

On the battlefield, the collective spellcasting of five hundred knights spawned three surges of light. Rys blinked as he recognized what they were.

Gigantic magical lances, formed from the collective power of the knights. Ordinarily a spell for talented mages, magical lances were solid blasts of summoned magical energy. Normal lances blew holes through enchanted steel plate.

These lances would blow a hole through a city wall, barrier and all.

They slammed into Rys’s infernal walls of light and exploded. He felt the shock wave hit him and his hair blew in the resulting wind. Fara’s tails hit him in the face more than once.

When his vision cleared, his outer barrier had vanished. Although his inner one still stood, it crackled violently, and he felt it begin to dissipate. Rys dispelled it.

Then he took in the devastation. The dirt walls and ditches had been ripped up. A shower of dirt began to fall and patter against him.

Myrne shouted orders to his cavalry and they slowed down. The crater they had produced was too rough for them to charge over. Hellfire rained down on them.

“Forward!” Grigor roared.

He was joined by the guttural roars of his demons, shouts from Kinadain officers, and the loquacious “Have at them!” from Fat Fred.

Hundreds of soldiers poured across the shattered ground. Myrne’s knights responded with spells, sending fireballs, blasts of wind, and a few magical lances into Rys’s army.

Within seconds, the battlefield transformed into a massive melee. Avolar’s charge had failed, and their cavalry attempted to peel away. Their infantry rushed forward, trying to catch up. Both sides traded arrows, but it was a sideshow compared to the main event.

Fred commanded the right flank. Rys spotted him easily due to his enormous bulk, and the fact he appeared to be eating the enemy lieutenant, including his horse. Damn glutton.

The weapons and spells of Avolar’s knights bounced off his fatty armor like butter knives against steel. Fred lazily cut down enemy knights. It seemed Rys’s worries about Fred being hurt were unfounded.

Although a gigantic magical lance like the one fired earlier would have hurt Fred a lot.

On the left flank, Elder Jaime led his Kinadain elites. Rys understood that his dain had sent the most warriors, other than Alsia. A number of noble demons supported him, providing the ridiculous sight of elite monster hunters fighting side-by-side with ten-foot-tall bestial demons against other Kinadain.

And in the center stood Rys, Fara, and Grigor. Myrne and his armored Kinadain knights fought like beasts, unable to retreat from the melee they were bogged down in.

Grigor swept through the enemy lines in his human form. His axe cleaved through enchanted plate and flesh alike, forcing the enemy back. He held back on using his Gifts, as he wasn’t well known to be a demon.

Rys ignored the ordinary soldiers. His target was the enemy commander, Myrne. At some point, he had lost his griffin.

Said commander was a whirlwind of death. Literally.

Myrne’s armor glowed as he fought several of Alsia’s swordsmen at once. Cutting blades of wind circled him, shredding the clothes and armor of Rys’s men and sometimes removing entire limbs.

Only the magical protection of Alsia’s swordsmen kept them alive, as they were all capable spellcasters. The difference in ability was apparent. Myrne competed on a level far beyond any other Kinadain on the battlefield.

Every slash of his sword knocked somebody down or removed body parts. Myrne pushed forward while screaming about victory and valor in his native tongue.

“Fara, keep the other knights off me,” Rys ordered as he vaporized an enemy knight that blocked his path.

She nodded wordlessly, and her tails whirled. The knights near Myrne stumbled as they were blasted aside, their armor crumpling. Fara scowled.

“Tough bastards,” she muttered. “Go on. I’ll handle them.”

Rys could probably incinerate all the knights himself, but that wasn’t the point of a battle. In the future, he couldn’t fight every battle himself. If his soldiers never gained experienced in true conflict, they could never match the elites of more dangerous enemies.

But Myrne needed to be eliminated by either him or Grigor. Rys suspected that his old friend was leaving the enemy general to him.

“You!” Myrne shouted. A pair of black wolf ears twitched through his helmet.

So he was a wolfkin. Rys had thought those ears had been decorations, but he now saw the long bushy tail as well.

Would it be cheating if Rys lit Myrne’s tail on fire?

“Your treachery toward your own warriors will not be forgiven!” Myrne said.

Damn, was this wolfkin a huge ham. Rys felt the exclamation marks in every sentence that Myrne shouted across the battlefield, even though they were only a dozen feet apart.

“I think you and Grigor would get along,” Rys said. “Then again, Barul didn’t appreciate him.”

He unhooked his axe from his belt. It immediately turned black due to Krisanem’s Gift. From the way Myrne’s sword and armor glowed, Rys wasn’t sure if simple hellfire would be enough.

Besides, where was the fun in winning with a single spell?

“Barul… Who are you?” Myrne spat. He peeled away from the soldiers next to him.

Warriors from both sides of the battle gave Rys and Myrne a wide berth. Fara erected force barriers to keep the knights away, whereas Rys’s soldiers knew who he was. They probably wanted to see their king fight.

For his part, Rys wanted to have a good fight as well.

“If you don’t know who I am, then you’re not important enough,” he said with a grin. “If you survive more than a few blows, maybe I’ll tell you.”

“Arrogant bastard!”

Magic gathered in Myrne’s sword. A moment later, he covered the distance between the two of them.

Unlike Barul, Myrne didn’t teleport. He wasn’t a spiritualist, and instead relied on sorcery. His sword glowed with what felt like some sort of explosive spell. Rys could probably dispel it.

He did exactly that. His wrist snapped, and the glow vanished from Myrne’s blade.

Rys’s axe snapped up and knocked Myrne’s blade aside. The wolfkin stumbled.

Luckily, Myrne kept his footing and rolled away before Rys took his head off with a backhand swing.

Since breaking the last power conduit, Rys had recovered a significant amount of his knowledge of infernal sorcery and had greater knowledge of disruption magic. Although his trump card, Absolute Disruption, was the only technique he truly trusted to stop major spells.

Rys wasn’t Fara. He didn’t have four big fluffy tails dedicated to disruption magic attached to his ass.

Clicking his tongue, Myrne summoned more magic. This time, he kept his distance and attempted to fire a trio of magical lances.

Rys charged this time. His axe glowed eerily red with a charged infernal blow. The wolfkin’s eyes widened as he saw death.

The world exploded. Rys cursed as he was sent flying, and rolled end over end.

“Rys!” Fara screamed. A moment later, he sensed her next to him, but he pushed her hand away.

He grunted and jumped to his feet. Another huge surge of magic suddenly erupted nearby. Rys looked around and saw his soldiers scattering as dense balls of pure magic rained down on them. A few barriers flickered up in an attempt to protect his lines, but the blasts were too powerful and blew straight through them.

Fara’s magic shuddered next to him, and he saw her standing next to him. A huge ditch tore up the ground where he and Myrne had been. The wolfkin lay on the ground, looking shocked. His weapon was missing.

A glowing orb of blue magic shimmered in the air beside him, obscuring Rys’s vision. Whoever was casting it then hurled it at Rys. Fara cast her array, biting her lip and thrusting her hands forward.

The orb warped in response but only shrunk a little. Masses of prismatic light shot off it. Fara had removed enough magical energy from the spell to disrupt a dozen lesser spells, but this attack kept coming.

Rys summoned another infernal blow, this time drawing on his full power. His axe turned incandescent as he stepped in front of Fara.

He swung at the orb of magic right before it hit him.

The explosion nearly blinded him. His vision returned rapidly, and he saw a gaping crater deeper than Grigor in front of him.

Fara grabbed his arm. Her eyes locked onto the two individuals standing next to Myrne, who still lay on the ground in shock.

Chief Enforcer Mave stood in full armor next to a grizzled old man in a battle robe. The old man held no weapons, but his body exuded magic like no other human that Rys had met. His one good eye glowed with blue light and an eyepatch covered his other.

The Malus League had finally shown their hand.


Chapter 33


“Do you recognize him?” Rys asked Fara.

“Grand Magister Graem Harpersmith. He’s the head of the Black Sorcerers,” she hissed.

Rys let out a whistle, although it was lost in the chaos of the battle. The cacophony of spells and explosions from the League’s entry into the battle overwhelmed all other sounds, save for the shouts of soldiers.

Annoyed, Rys snapped up an aural barrier around them so that he could hear himself think. Mave and Graem raised their arms instinctively, but didn’t respond with spells.

“What’s a mage like you doing in a shithole like this?” Rys called out. “Aren’t you Black Sorcerers close to Maliah? Can’t say I thought he’d care about some demihuman city-state up here.”

Graem’s good eye narrowed. “Please. Spare me the bullshit. We all know that this is a proxy war.”

That got a chuckle out of Rys. “I figured you might try plausible deniability.”

“That time has passed. The League cannot allow your power to grow unchecked.” Graem stroked his beard. “There is an alternative, however.”

Ah, here came the proposal. Rys had wondered why it had taken this long.

“Let me guess: join the League, swear eternal fealty to Maliah, help him conquer the archipelago, and then become global pariahs along with all of you?” He laughed.

Mave spoke up, his artificial voice piercing Rys’s skull, “You are completely uninterested?”

“Look, I’ve been offered deals like this countless times. I don’t work for others anymore.” Rys shrugged. “If the League was a little less… polarizing, I might have approached you. As it is, I’d be a pretty awful conqueror not to use you all as a distraction while I expand my own power.”

“You’re more like Maliah than I anticipated,” Graem said. “What happens after us, then? When the pariah is gone, everyone will turn on you.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. You’d be surprised at how easy it is to convince people that they need you more than they really do,” Rys said.

“Such confidence.” Graem stared at him. “I’d be more assured if you were doing something about the battle raging around you.”

Given Rys had two demon princes out there, he wasn’t too worried.

Even so, he turned to Fara, “Deal with the mages. Prioritize your own safety.”

“Rys, there are two of them,” she warned, her eyes darting back and forth between him and the League mages.

“I know, it’s not a very fair fight. They should have brought their entire tower.” Rys ensured that Graem and Mave heard him, and he swore the old man rolled his eye in return.

“Don’t come crying to me if he blows your arm off,” Fara muttered.

Then she dashed away, her tails already casting disruption arrays. He saw the density of spells reduce immediately.

Both armies were avoiding this area, purely because of the destruction that had been wrought.

Only an idiot came close to mages who had effortlessly blown open craters the size of companies. A hundred soldiers could vanish with a flick of a wrist from either Rys or Graem. Maybe even Mave, although Rys didn’t know how strong the armored enforcer was.

A roar announced Grigor’s arrival. He slammed into the ground beside Mave and Graem, hefting his runic axe.

Myrne shot to his feet, reminding Rys that he existed. A moment later, he exploded as Grigor turned his torso into paste.

“We meet again, young one,” the demon prince boomed at Mave, ignoring the Kinadain general that he had just obliterated. “It is time for me to test your strength.”

Grigor’s human form rippled, then burst apart into that of his thirteen-foot-tall demon form. Mave stared up at the Kashlovian beast that towered over him, then raised his guard. Both of their runic weapons glowed, as if in sympathy.

“Ah. It’s you,” Mave said. “So you are Grigor. I didn’t realize.”

“Hmph,” Graem snorted. “If you aren’t interested in Maliah’s offer, then let’s end this charade.”

The old man raised his hands and a dozen magical lances appeared above him. Rys summoned a wall of hellfire in response. Both spells exploded upon contact, to little effect.

To the side, Mave and Grigor dueled. Despite the size difference, Mave held his own. His armor and weapon glowed with countless runes. Every blow between the two produced shock waves, and their weapons sparked with magic upon contact.

Grigor had the advantage in strength, but Mave was skilled. Raw speed kept Mave from being overwhelmed as well, as he was able to dart out of the way of Grigor’s massive swings. A single hit would send the tiny man flying, no matter how strong his armor was.

“Worry about yourself,” Graem uttered.

Suddenly, he appeared on this side of the wall of the hellfire. The flames licked at his body but didn’t harm him. Blue light crackled on his skin and clothes.

Rys barely had time to react before a weathered arm thrust toward him, pumped full of magic. His axe slammed into Graem. He hadn’t had the time to use an infernal blow, but it should have cut through mere flesh.

Instead, Rys felt like he had struck solid steel. His axe bounced off Graem and sent a numbing wave flowing through Rys’s arm.

Cursing, he dropped to avoid whatever spell was being thrown. A wicked blast of flames shot out, tickling Rys.

Both men pulled away. Graem moved as fast as Fara, despite his apparent age.

“That’s some impressive empowerment magic,” Rys called out. “I’ve heard that you combat magisters are as strong as demon princes, but now I can believe it. How many decades did you spend perfecting this?”

Graem didn’t respond. His eye merely glowed brighter. Magic built up in his arm.

How boring.

Rys cast a ritual spell in response, as a ball of concentrated magic appeared above Graem. It appeared to be the same spell that the old man cast when he first appeared.

This time, Rys was ready. When the orb came flying at him, he unleashed his ritual. Cracks burst from the ground between him and Graem. The old man darted away like a rat, too fast for Rys’s spell.

Hellfire exploded from the ground a moment later. The raw density of it vaporized even the air and turned everything it touched into prismatic light. The magic that Graem had summoned was consumed in the blaze as Rys’s magic destabilized it.

“Do you have any tricks other than hellfire?” Graem asked.

“You seem to favor using raw magical energy yourself,” Rys retorted. “We’re not in an atelier. I’m casting the most efficient and powerful spells that I can. Leave the experiments for home.”

The pair traded spells again, to no avail. Nearby, Grigor landed a blow against Mave and sent him flying.

Somehow, he got back up and kept fighting. Sturdy bastard. Those dwarven runes on his armor weren’t for show.

“You’re better educated than I thought,” Graem said, stroking his beard. “What tower did you learn at? I’m guessing you trained as a combat magister at some point.”

“Ruathym,” Rys replied, grinning from ear to ear.

“Cute,” Graem drawled. “An infernalist who learned from the infamous capital of the Infernal Empire. Then I shall extract the information myself.”

Once again, he moved faster than Rys followed. One moment, Graem stood perfectly still. The next, he was in front of Rys with magic charged in his arm.

This time, Rys had an infernal blow prepared. His axe met Graem’s spell. A moment later, Rys realized his mistake.

Graem’s spell immediately spiraled out of control. The magical energy he brought into the world reacted with Rys’s spell.

The explosion ripped into Rys and knocked him backward. Pain blossomed along his arm and upper chest. Even his face felt burned.

“Fuck,” Rys swore.

He immediately cast a regeneration ritual, pumping infernal energies into his body to heal himself.

Later, he’d see a Lilim for proper healing. This was just a patch job that covered up whatever wounds he’d sustained. The skin on his arm felt as if it had been fried with boiling oil, and he couldn’t feel anything below his shoulder. The damage to his chest and face felt superficial, so he ignored it.

What didn’t kill him could be put off until later. While Rys wasn’t a true infernal, he wasn’t as reliant on his internal organs as humans. Just like when Barul had punctured his chest, Rys knew that he could take a serious battering.

The moment his ritual activated, he regained control of his arm. Graem watched him in surprise. The old man’s hand was mildly burned, but that was it.

“I had expected that to vaporize your arm,” he said. “An unstable magical reaction of that size would have incinerated a dozen men.”

Unstable reaction, Rys’s ass. That had been a genuine attempt at intentional immolation, which involved summoning and releasing large volumes of magical energy at once. To a normal mage, immolation was suicide.

“You say that, but you’re perfectly fucking fine,” Rys snapped. “Here I am, marveling at my own body, but you’re made from goddamn steel.” His eyes narrowed. “You’re not using empowerment, are you?”

“It’s rather unusual that there is yet another person like me on this island. That makes four now,” Graem said.

Four?

Rys realized what was going on. Human enchantment. Although it had been called something else back in the days of the Infernal Empire.

“My interest in you and the League just went up several notches. Successful body modification with magic isn’t easy, and humans have so little magic in them that the result is almost always death,” Rys said, his eyes glittering.

Graem looked at him in confusion.

“But it’s time to end this battle, and decisively at that,” Rys continued.

He looked above and saw the barrage of spells continuing. Fara was only one fox, and dozens of trained League mages were too much for her to handle herself. While Margrim and his Ashen rained hellfire, they were in danger.

Reaching out, Rys knew that he had already lost many infernals today. A few had died, but most were banished. Recovering from this would be painful.

If he wanted to salvage this battle, the only way to do it was with a huge show of force.

“We are evenly matched,” Graem declared. “We’ve proven that.”

“You’re damn strong,” Rys admitted. “I’ll even say that you know a lot more about magic than I expected, given what I’ve read. Good grasp of theory, based on how quickly and easily you manipulate energy. But you have nothing on me.”

Rys focused himself and began to cast a grand ritual. A pair of concentric magical circles appeared around his body.

For a moment, Graem wanted to interfere.

But Grigor roared and sent Mave flying. The demon prince leaped across the battlefield and landed in front of Rys. Even without mindspeak, Rys’s old friend knew what this spell meant. He leaped to Rys’s defense instantly.

So Graem instead pulled Mave up. The armored mage bled from gaping holes in his armor. His runes ceased glowing due to the damage they sustained, and Mave appeared to be on his last legs. Grigor had pushed him beyond his limits.

Rys continued to cast. This ritual was phenomenally complicated.

He had borrowed it from Azrael, after all.

Stole, more like.

When Azrael had attacked him during the Cataclysm, he had deactivated all magic before leaving. That feeling of complete powerlessness had never left Rys. Being completely disconnected from the source of his power had made him reflect on what strength truly was.

And, of course, he had recognized a new form of power. That of denying others their own strength and magical ability.

Disruption magic was nothing new. Angels loved the stuff. Fara’s entire existence appeared to be dedicated to it.

The principle behind it was to disrupt the magical energy that made up a spell, or possibly the spellcaster’s attempt to control magic. Both attempts had merit.

But Azrael had gone one step further. He had denied Rys the ability to feel magic entirely. If somebody couldn’t feel magic, he couldn’t even begin to cast a spell.

Centuries of research had gone into the ritual that Rys cast now. Rys called it Absolute Disruption, although it paled in comparison to Azrael’s ability. At best, Rys could disable one type of magic. He had been certain that the archangel could disable all magic, save that of the most powerful spellcasters.

Plus there were some other kinks that Rys hadn’t worked out.

Nevertheless, Rys loved the spell. He had regained the knowledge since shattering the last power conduit. Now he planned to cement his power in the minds of everyone around him by demonstrating it.

After a solid minute of casting, Rys finished his spell.

And just like that, all normal sorcery winked out at once.

Every magical lance, fireball, and blast of wind vanished overhead. A blinding rainbow shimmered in the air as dozens of spells collapsed at once.

Hellfire continued to fly, however.

A dull feeling clogged Rys’s head, as if somebody had jammed wax into a set of ears he didn’t know he had. If he tried to sense the surrounding magic, he had serious difficulty doing so. Not even the hellfire could be sensed, although he saw it blowing apart enemies.

The battlefield stopped. Almost everyone alive had some level of magical sensitivity, and they felt the same feeling that Rys did.

More to the point, they had seen the magic vanish. Knights could no longer cast spells.

Then the screams started. Avolar’s military panicked. They began to flee.

Booming laughter rose up from the demons. Rys heard Fred above it all.

Graem stared at Rys, his eye wide open in shock. “What have you done? What are you?”

“Forget that,” Mave snapped, trying to pull the old man away. “Graem, we’re leaving!”

Rys slipped his axe back onto his belt. “If you want to find out, come find me at my palace. I may not be interested in Maliah, but we might have something to discuss.” He winked at the two mages.

Both of them paused. Then they nodded at him and jumped away.

That was one of the kinks, unfortunately. Absolute Disruption stopped external magic, but couldn’t affect enchantments and any intrinsic spells. While magical empowerment didn’t work, Mave relied on runes and Graem had an inhuman body.

What secrets did the League possess to make them a true threat? Rys felt excited for the first time in ages.

“Rys, what the hell have you done?” Fara screamed as she dashed up to him.

Spiritualism also wasn’t affected, as he had only disrupted sorcery.

“I turned off sorcery,” he said glibly.

Fara visibly shook. Her tails and ears drooped.

“Don’t react like that,” he said, raising his hands while Grigor chuckled. “It’s just a disruption spell. It’ll wear off any second now and only affects a relatively small area.”

“As if that matters. You…” She swore several times and ran a hand through her hair. “Do you know what this looks like? To everyone here, you’re basically a god. You turned off magic, Rys. That’s insane.”

He winked at her. “Should I change my title to God-King Talarys, then?”


Chapter 34


In the aftermath of Rys’s spell, Avolar’s army scattered. Or tried to.

The League mages vanished like smoke, and Rys didn’t risk any more infernals to catch them. There had been dozens of them present, and they had tremendous magical ability even without Mave or Graem. Once Absolute Disruption wore off, they were as dangerous as before.

The return of sorcery didn’t restore the morale of Avolar’s soldiers, however. They began to surrender en masse, or simply run for the hills. Grigor rounded up everyone he could.

Just like with Compagnon, many of these soldiers would become citizens once Rys took over. Slaughtering all of them would only increase resentment.

In the Empire, some infernals had slaughtered everyone who opposed them. They had thought that would quell future rabble-rousers by instilling fear of consequences.

Then the angels incited riots and open rebellion and proved that theory wrong.

By making the consequences so high, the Empire had stopped weaker rebellions. But the anger remained and even grew. There was no outlet for it, and nothing for the infernals to clamp down on. Once it boiled over, the consequences had been catastrophic.

Ultimately, the entire Empire had been brought down. The dragons had wisely bided their time and played along until they had an opening. Then they had struck, the angels had destroyed the portal, and that had been the end of everything.

Rys had no intention of failing in the same way. Many of these soldiers would hate him and oppose him when he took over. They’d form a movement and fight back, recruiting supporters.

That outlet of rage for his opponents was exactly what Rys needed for a newly conquered territory. Mina could prevent them from succeeding at anything important, preventing his enemies from achieving anything to celebrate. All the while, he’d improve Avolar and win over the hearts and minds of everyone else.

Then he could crush the rebels and start the process over again. Rinse and repeat, ensuring that he didn’t let any infestation fester for too long.

It was similar to the approach he wanted Alsia to take for the Kinadain. Rys needed to be careful not to step on her toes, as he wanted her to handle the dains from Avolar herself. But he planned to control Avolar.

In any case, Rys’s job at Lapisloch was done. Casting Absolute Disruption had consumed an immense amount of magical energy. He felt the reserves of power in the castle draining away and decided to leave. The spell had worn off by now, and everything was under control.

“Fara, I’m leaving. Are you going to stay here, or—” he began to ask.

“Don’t be stupid. Why would I stay here?” She gave him a look, as if to emphasize her opinion of his question. “Grigor has this in hand. I’m your… bodyguard? Right-hand fox?”

“You can come up with a fancy title. But I get it. You’re staying by my side,” Rys said, then held out his hand for her.

She took it, and he pulled her against him.

His fingers shifted against her skin as he fired off a sending to Grigor. The demon prince was now in command, and Rys would return to the palace.

Then he teleported away, leaving the craters, blood, and bodies of the battlefield behind.

This time, he didn’t overshoot. They appeared only a few hundred feet away from the palace. He and Fara retired to rest.

The cleanup after the battle took several days, and there would be even more to resolve over the coming weeks and months. Winning the battle was the easy part.

What truly needed attention was the region that Rys had just “protected” from Avolar. The fleeing soldiers needed to be rounded up; escorts provided to the residents of Lapisloch and their food supplies returned; damage repaired, especially to the roads—Avolar’s army had torn apart many villages and much of the town itself in anger.

If Rys intended to conquer Avolar, he would ignore Lapisloch and send Grigor north. The reinforcements from Torm Ridge were too few to win a battle. The war could be ended overnight, with two battles that crushed all of Avolar’s forces.

But like Rys had said, he preferred when prizes were presented to him. Taking Avolar by force was easy, but politically complicated.

Convincing the city-state to surrender would be a good test of Mina’s skills, anyway. Rys looked forward to the results, even if he had to step in himself, eventually.

As such, he ordered Grigor to focus on Lapisloch and its surrounds, and not to attack Torm Ridge. Avolar’s remaining soldiers clustered in their largest fortress—at least, those that hadn’t been captured or killed in the Battle of Lapisloch.

Nearly a week after the battle, Rys held a meeting with his cabinet. Grigor remained in Lapisloch, given it would take him most of a day to get over the mountains between the palace and the town.

Everybody else came in person, and the war room was busy once again.

Almost everyone surrounded Alsia, who looked the same as always. Rys sat with Fara, watching the women chatter.

“You’re sure you’re pregnant?” Vallis asked, staring at Alsia’s slim form.

“We’ve confirmed it with magic.” Alsia’s smile glowed. “It will be some time before others can see, but the infernals told me weeks ago.”

“Oh? They can see a soul already?” Maria asked.

Tyrisa huffed. “We don’t see souls, despite being called soulsight. We see concentrations of magic outside the material plane, and our minds understand patterns in them that you mortals cannot begin to conceive.”

“Ah, yes, emotions. The most ineffable and mysterious of all concepts.” Vallis rolled her eyes. “I always needed a devil to tell me when I feel sad or happy.”

The knowledge devil stuck her tongue out at Vallis, before saying, “But you can’t see emotions, and even if you could, you wouldn’t know what they are. Anyway, I can see that Alsia’s pregnant because there’s another source of magic inside of her.”

“You know, I was wondering how this all worked,” Mina said aloud as she poked Alsia’s stomach, provoking a giggle. “Is Alsia just creating a soul in her body?”

“You see, Mina, when a man and woman love each other very much—” Vallis began to say.

Mina’s tails attempted to suffocate Vallis, cutting off her next words.

“I’m asking about the metaphysical side, you idiot,” Mina said flatly. “Rys, how is life created?”

“You see, Mina—” he began to say.

She pouted at him, and her tails and ears flattened. Fara laughed when Rys paused.

Part of him wished that she had tried to hit him, like Fara would have. He should have known better. While Fara and Mina shared what appeared to be an almost familial feistiness, Mina melted around him while Fara would happily melt him.

“It’s complicated,” he said. “The biological process is related to the conception of a new soul and magical essence, however. We don’t fully understand the process, mostly because the creation of new souls and essences takes place outside Harrium itself.”

“So, you’re saying that pregnancy is basically magic, even to mages?” Fara summarized.

“A lot of magic isn’t well understood. If it was, then it wouldn’t be called magic.”

“That seems a bit cheap.”

“I was taught that magic is called ‘magic’ because it is fundamentally not understood. It’s possible to come up with working theories that describe non-magical behavior, such as physics. But one of the main types of magic—astral power—is based on individuals bending reality to their will.” He shrugged. “If nothing is consistent, then general laws and theorems can’t be created. Only vague understandings and a lot of trial and error.”

Tyrisa darted over to the table and picked up her tome. She began to scribble in it, then paused.

“I remember hearing once that infernals never successfully cast the mating ritual on Harrium,” she said. “Is that because it’s not well understood?”

Rys nodded. “Ariel had banned all future attempts, and even Malusian agreed. One of the few things they agreed on, given the price of failure. I know that part of the reason she hated Kauros so much was that he ignored her ban.”

“Kauros…” Fara muttered. “You said he was behind the creation of vampires?”

Wide eyes all around. Rys had forgotten he mentioned that, and that Fara had been the only person present.

“Yes. Also helldragons,” he said. “Kauros didn’t believe in barriers to experimentation, and given the ridiculous spells he knew, nobody could really stop him.”

“He reminds me a little of the Malus League,” Maria said, tilting her head. “I get the feeling you dislike Kauros.”

Rys grimaced. While he sometimes got an odd feeling in his missing memories about Kauros, his opinion of the archdevil ran much deeper.

“Kauros was both the perfect devil, and the antithesis of one,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “He was driven entirely by his own desires, became enormously powerful, and could never be trusted. At the same time, he didn’t care about power, social status, or enforcing his ideals on others. The Empire worked because the infernals at the top controlled those below them. Kauros never cared what others thought, unless he respected their intelligence.”

And even then, Rys doubted that mattered much. He had always steered clear of the archdevil out of an intense sense of unease.

“Ah, so he’s the anti-Rys.” Vallis nodded knowingly. “You only care about power, and knowledge is a tool for that. But he saw power as a tool to gain knowledge, and often did things that weakened his position. Right?”

“Hmm. I think I prefer power over knowledge,” Maria said.

“I never would have guessed,” Vallis muttered.

They moved on, although Rys took note of Fara’s thoughtful gaze. He hadn’t forgotten her promise to talk to him.

After a few snacks, which were of the usual grade served recently, they surrounded the map table. Fewer figures covered it. Both sides had taken losses.

“Grigor, go through our casualties,” Rys ordered.

“Although you are already aware of any infernals lost, I shall go through them for posterity,” Grigor said. “We lost no fewer than 30 demons, including five who suffered true death. That is nearly half our number. Two of them were noble demons.”

“They were banished,” Rys added, noting the pale faces of Vallis and his duchesses.

“Half your demons?” Maria breathed. “You’re not concerned?”

Grigor chuckled over the sending device. “This is a common occurrence in serious battle. Most of the casualties were caused by the Malus League, as they targeted our demons specifically.”

“What else?” Vallis asked. “You only talked about demons.”

“Six Ashen banished, two of which are dead. One Malakin banished,” the demon prince continued. “The rest are mortal casualties, and far more numerous. Hundreds wounded, and just shy of a hundred dead. The vast majority are from the Anceston levies, as the Kinadain were experienced enough to retreat before being slain.”

Alsia grimaced. “Yes, that has been noted. As disturbing as you may find it, the fact the dains suffered relatively little has kept morale high. This is considered a vindication of my decision to support you, Rys.”

“War is war,” he said.

“What about those dead from Anceston? I believe most were from the surrounding villages,” Maria asked.

“Provide their family—if they have one—a significant payment and condolences.”

“That’s quite generous, given how many perished,” Maria said cautiously.

“I’m trying to avoid riots right now. Most of them likely fought for money, so it might salve any wounds their family has. We can skimp on death payouts when we’re large enough to absorb the fury, or against an enemy that people are fighting for a different reason,” Rys explained.

“What happens if they’re still angry?” Vallis asked. “I don’t think a sack of coins will make everyone happy when they find out their husband or child is dead.”

“That’s why we apologize,” Rys said drily. “Somebody goes there personally and absorbs the anger for a bit. Humanizing the kingdom is important. Anyone who is still angry is just something we deal with. The point is to mitigate the problem.”

“I suppose it’s only a hundred,” Maria said. “I can only imagine how bad it is for Avolar. I understand they lost many more?”

“I have allowed the soldiers and locals to recover what bodies they can, but I suspect many of those who fled will perish in the frozen hills,” Grigor rumbled. “We slew many in the battle, but hundreds perished in their mad scramble to flee after Rys’s demonstration of power.”

“Yeah, uh, I can get that.” Vallis looked at Rys.

So did everybody else. Fear, respect, and lust warred in the eyes of the women staring at him.

“If you can turn off sorcery, why don’t you do that all the time?” Mina asked.

“Because it takes over a minute to cast the ritual, consumes a huge amount of energy, doesn’t stop every type of magic, and affects allies as well,” Rys said. “If my opponent survives the minute or two it lasts, then I’ve blown my trump card and set myself back a lot.”

“Damn. I thought you might have some sort of ‘I win’ card.”

“So, Avolar lost hundreds, with even more wounded, and most of them surrendered. What is the final estimate, Grigor?” Fara asked, redirecting the meeting to the main topic.

“We have over 1000 prisoners of war. Taras suspects fewer than 500 returned to Avolar,” Grigor said. “The total estimate of dead and missing is therefore over 1000, but we are scouring the region for them. I do not wish to lose a granary to a minor raid.”

That would be brutal work in the middle of winter, but Grigor’s caution came from centuries of experience. A small group could wreak enormous devastation through raiding and sabotage.

“That leaves the next step,” Rys said. “Mina, what is the situation in the city of Avolar itself?”

“Panic. Fury. Lots of finger pointing. Hyrie’s puppet, Count Rudolph Terraph, has been invaluable. The Kinadain elders who pushed for war are being blamed for everything, and he’s in there with a history of opposing war, pushing for peace, and a desire for economic reconstruction. Nobody suspects a thing.” Mina laughed.

“How much food do they have?” Vallis asked.

“That’s hard to estimate. I think they’ll start running lean before winter is over. The political fight is over whether they can hold out until the ice melts and ships can start docking again,” Mina said.

“So they’re not expecting supplies from the League?” Rys asked.

“Not publicly. Privately, the League has gone to ground. It’s now public knowledge that Avolar is working with the Malus League. That may or may not have something to do with me.” The fox grinned from ear to ear. “If the League starts bringing food in, I’ll be able to spot it. The city is in an uproar over siding with evil mages. The dains are on the verge of riots.”

“That is unsurprising. There must be fears of otherkin,” Alsia muttered. She sighed. “The Circle of Brethren have formally asked me if I have had any contact with the Malus League.”

“That’s an easy answer. No, except in battle against them,” Rys said.

Alsia nodded. “Yes, but that’s not why they are asking. If the Circle believes you to be involved with the League and that I know, then any denial will be considered a reason to strip me of my rank of Sage.”

“Will they need proof?” Rys asked.

“Officially, no. The Circle is opaque to all except Saints. But stripping me of my rank and denying me the status of elder would be a de facto declaration of war against you at present. The Circle’s support of the Federation is too well known.”

“I can’t imagine the Federation picking a fight with us while the League is still active,” Rys mused. “This feels like ammunition for the future.”

“I agree. For now, I am not answering. Instead, I will reach out to friends of mine in the Federation,” Alsia said.

“If the Circle is acting on behalf of the Federation, then we can convince them to support us directly. Smart. I like it.” Rys gave Alsia the go ahead.

“I have a similar issue,” Maria said. “But it is a positive one. Queen Faeris has pressed me again to meet with you. At the very least, she is concerned that the League is active again.”

“Tarmouth is also upset,” Vallis added. “The League stirred up a hive here.”

Rys looked around at his three administrators as something slowly dawned on him.

“Well, it seems we still have an ally in the League, after all,” he said, a smile rising to his face.

“What?” Fara said. “You’re talking about Mave? He just attacked us!”

“By intervening so publicly, the League just turned the entire archipelago against themselves. Their ability to support Avolar is crippled as well,” Rys explained. “Mave warned us about Avolar, then held back in the Labyrinth. This time, they played along in battle—possibly because they enjoyed it—but their actions harmed the League’s objectives.”

Mina brightened. “Oh! That explains why the Gorgrian intelligence network has started acting so strangely. I thought that might have been due to Queen Faeris, but Mave might have given the order himself.”

All eyes turned to the fox.

“I’ve been dealing with several spy networks so far. My own, my clan’s, the Gold Clan’s, and Gorgria’s,” Mina said. “It’s been a mess and I’ve had to rely heavily on Nia and the succubi because everyone else is so established in the region. But Gorgria has basically shut down now that the League has turned up. It spooked everyone else, and a lot of agents have gone to ground.”

“They’re worried that Gorgria knows something they don’t,” Rys noted to Mina’s agreement.

“So, what do we do, then?” Vallis asked. “Sounds like Avolar is falling apart.”

“Exactly what we planned. Mina, keep stoking the fires there. I doubt those in power will relinquish it, but if our puppet can gain enough support, then we can… grease the wheels of the revolution.” Rys chuckled. “Grigor, make sure you have an elite force in place to deploy to Avolar if Mina gives you the order.”

“Understood. I will have them ready for you, Mina,” Grigor said.

Mina’s eyes widened and she looked around the room. She pointed at herself. “Wait, I’ll be in charge of them?”

“Grigor is the general. You’re the spymaster,” Rys said. “I want Avolar delivered to me on a silver platter. Whatever resources you need, ask for. But it’s your job to take it. If they prove more stable than expected, we can attack them in spring.”

Mina gulped. “So I have until the end of winter…”

“That’s what you told me earlier.”

She nodded, then gave him a grin. “Then I’ll do you one better. I’ll give you the city and the traitorous spymaster. I can’t wait to see what you do to the fox.”

Interrogation, Rys imagined.

“In the meantime, I want to meet with Mave,” Rys said. “I feel we have much more in common than I suspected.”


Chapter 35
MAVE



“What you’re describing is impossible,” Maliah said over the sending device.

“Shall I inform Talarys that he has broken the laws of reality and demand a do-over?” Graem drawled. “Because saying that something is impossible doesn’t change the fact that he turned off sorcery, Maliah.”

“Describe it again, Graem.”

As Graem launched into another detailed explanation of the Battle of Lapisloch, Mave focused on her rune-crafting. She and Graem were inside a cramped basement in the city of Avolar, protected by countless wards. With the city in chaos and the League’s presence known, Mave couldn’t leave.

Fortunately, she had plenty to do. Her duel with the demon prince Grigor had seriously damaged her greatsword and effectively destroyed her armor. She needed to craft a new set.

Not that she had the tools to do it here, given her lack of a proper forge. But with the magical catalysts she had smuggled into Avolar, Mave could at least craft protective runes into a standard breastplate.

Although it would fit terribly. Mave’s figure was lithe, but being five foot nothing and a woman made it difficult to find ordinary armor that fit well. Chain mail could be cut to size, but a breastplate needed to be tailored.

Graem finally reached the point where Talarys cast his obscenely powerful disruption spell, and his voice filled with wonder.

“I was there, Maliah. I saw every spell just wink out of existence, leaving only trails of prismatic light. The world seemed to suffocate me, as I lost the ability to sense the energies around me. Only the magic within me continued to burn. At least until we left the battlefield.”

“Very moving,” Maliah said. “Is Mave with you? Did he feel the same?”

Mave turned to face the sending device. “I did, Archwarlock. My runes retained their magic, except those that cast a spell on activation.”

“So a disruption spell,” Maliah summarized.

“I’ve never heard of one that affected an entire battlefield and lasted for so long. None of the tomes from the Golden Age talk of something like this. And if Kushan were capable of it, could the dragons have threatened him?” Graem asked.

“Many centuries have passed since the so-called Golden Age. It stands to reason that modern mages are capable of far greater feats,” Maliah said. “Are you certain that he is not interested in an alliance, or at least a discussion?”

“He pre-empted me when I brought it up.”

“And why is he uninterested? Given his power and ability, to say nothing of his confirmed infernalism, I feel we would make for excellent allies.” Frustration crept into Maliah’s voice.

“Politics. The League’s unpopularity distracts from his own less desirable traits,” Graem said.

Maliah didn’t respond for some time. Mave took the chance to ask Graem to charge some magical catalysts for her. His magical channeling ability was far stronger than her own and saved her several minutes of time.

“I can’t say that’s a bad decision,” Maliah eventually admitted. “But I feel we can still work with him. In fact, I feel even more strongly that King Talarys and I would make powerful allies. All I need is a chance to talk with him and convince him of that fact.”

Mave felt confident that nobody could convince Talarys of anything. If anyone fit the mold of self-assured warrior-king, it was him.

After the encounter at the Battle of Lapisloch, Mave was certain that her mother would be all over Talarys whenever they met. Personally, she preferred colder, more serious men—the arrogant king was attractive, but too flippant for her liking.

“Is that what you want me to focus on?” Graem asked.

“What else is there to do?” Maliah asked bitterly.

“What about Avolar?”

“It is lost. You told me as much earlier. Even if the city survives the winter, our deal with them will not. Let King Talarys pick over the corpses of the mutts who failed us. I can at least take some pleasure from that.” The archwarlock laughed. “Pull our mages out, dismantle our magitech, and pull out. Until he allies with us, I don’t want King Talarys learning about our teleporters.”

After some small talk, Maliah disconnected and Graem turned off the sending device. The old mage sighed and slumped back in his chair. He ran a hand over his face, rubbing his eyepatch.

Mave finished chiseling a rune into her armor, then held a ball of light over it to check it.

“If we’re dismantling the teleportation portal, how are we getting back?” she asked, after Graem didn’t say anything.

“Walking, I imagine.” He sighed again. “You can leave easily enough if you just take off your armor. I might need to organize a more daring escape.”

“No, I can’t,” Mave said, fixing him with a serious gaze. “We’ve confirmed that infernals have soulsight. Even without my armor, the agents they have in the city might recognize me. Not to mention any Gorgrian spies might attempt to… aid me.”

“Ah. I had forgotten that. You are so certain there are devils here, but I haven’t sensed any.” Graem stroked his beard. “That is troublesome.”

They sat in silence for some time, broken only by the scratching of Mave’s tools.

“Why don’t we make Maliah happy and talk to Talarys?” she asked.

“While in Avolar?”

“His palace is on top of the Labyrinth. If we hire a demihuman guide, we can travel there and meet him,” she said.

“If we’re going through the Labyrinth, why not sneak through? And I thought you were having problems with your network,” he replied.

“I am.” She grimaced. “I’ve lost access to Gorgria’s network since the Battle of Lapisloch. And Avolar’s support has failed nearly completely, now that the fox village has moved, and they misplayed their hand with their clumsy attempt to kidnap Talarys’s viceroy.”

“Ah, yes. We nearly lost many mages that day, and for nothing. I remember you advising Yale against it.”

“I don’t think it was his decision. At least it gave us command here.” Mave decided her armor was good enough, and set it aside. “So, are we going to talk to Talarys?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Damn. So he had noticed.

“The only way I’m getting a reliable demihuman guide right now is by asking Talarys’s agents for one,” she admitted. “I don’t trust anybody Avolar would provide us, and everyone else hates us. You give yourself away, Graem.”

“Speak for yourself. Everyone recognizes the tiny knight with the magical voice and a greatsword larger than she is,” Graem said.

They both smiled at each other, then sighed.

Graem gave in. “Fine. I dislike the idea of meeting with him, but if it gets us back…”

“Don’t lie. You’re enamored with him since he used that spell,” Mave said. “Before the battle, you called him the cock king, and talked about the cock kingdom. Now you won’t shut up about his spell and how wondrous it was.”

His eyes turned distant. “I don’t think you understand why. Disruption magic is one of the most complex sub-schools of channeling. I was taught by one of the greatest channelers alive, but if he knew about that spell… Well, he’d act like Maliah is. I can’t even begin to comprehend the magical theory behind it, and that excites me.”

“I don’t get the same feeling.”

“How do you feel about the runes on that demon prince’s axe?” Graem asked, grinning.

Bastard. Mave looked away, her ice-blue eyes burning with excitement.

“See?” Graem said, leaning back.

“He acted like he knew something about rune-crafting when we met in the Labyrinth,” she said. “If he could teach me about runes, then…”

“You don’t need to go back to the New Ahm, Maeve,” Graem said, his voice deathly soft.

She spun and hissed at him, “Don’t call me that! Not outside warded rooms in the tower.”

He didn’t acknowledge her tantrum and instead stared at her with soft eyes. “I mean it. The League is a dangerous place right now, especially with war coming. War with Gorgria. If Talarys has something to offer you, take it.”

“The tower has been my home for years now—” she protested.

“Mages change towers all the time. I left Gauron once. You’re young. Think of this as a new opportunity, just like how you joined us in the first place.”

She rose and picked up her helmet. “I’ll head outside and look for one of the Kingdom’s agents. I can arrange a meeting with Talarys soon.”

Graem watched her leave silently.

Finding one of Talarys’s agents turned out to be simple enough. They openly approached her when she went to an old meeting point for her Gorgrian agents. For a moment, she thought she had been sprung by the network.

A young wolfkin met her in the dank, smelly alley. She had rusty blonde hair and ears, and eyes that held a lingering wariness.

“King Talarys wants to meet you,” the wolfkin said. “Can you arrange your own transportation to the palace, or do you need us to assist you?”

This was unexpected, Mave thought. The words from Talarys had been open-ended, but he had clearly changed his mind in the past week.

Part of her wanted to taunt the wolfkin and say she wasn’t interested. But Mave sensed magic nearby.

Dying wasn’t on her to-do list for the night.

“We’ll get there faster if you assist us. My partner and I can meet you at the nearby Labyrinth entrance in…” Mave trailed off in thought. “Let’s say four days?”

“Three.”

“Four. This isn’t a negotiation. We have things to do.” Truthfully, they’d be done quicker, but misleading the enemy was always a good idea. “We need a guide and safe passage through your section of the Labyrinth.”

“Fine. I’ll inform His Majesty that you will meet him in four days. We’ll find you at the Labyrinth entrance.”

Then the wolfkin left without a second glance.

Mave followed through with her orders and helped Graem dismantle the League’s operation. They had set up a teleportation portal in one of Avolar’s watchtowers. Sending the mages back and dismantling it was a complicated process, made more difficult by the fact that Avolar’s agents seemed to be turning on them.

Perhaps they had discovered that the League was leaving. No matter.

They finished after two days, and watched as a company of Kinadain descended on the tower. It burned throughout the night.

“Should we head to the Labyrinth early?” Graem asked.

“Might as well. I bet they’ll be waiting for us.”

“I’m not taking that bet.”

As Mave expected, they found several demihumans waiting at the Labyrinth entrance by the time they arrived. Once again, there were magical presences nearby.

Mave couldn’t spot them, however.

“Let’s go,” the wolfkin said.

“What’s your name?” Mave asked. “It will save time if we get into danger.”

“Tsarri,” she said, before introducing the others. Presumably they were codenames.

The journey was swift, and relatively danger-free. The worst they ran into were fire-breathing lizards on the fifth floor, but the hunters were adept at avoiding monsters.

Mave wondered if the League’s slaves could work like this, if they had the incentive.

The transition to the Kingdom’s territory was abrupt. One moment, they were checking every corner for traps and monsters. The next, a half-dozen demons greeted them inside a chamber full of corpses.

A demihuman warrior led them the rest of the way, although their original guides tagged along. He shot a cautious look at the other demihumans, but otherwise ignored them as he ascended through the levels.

Given the path upward was dead straight, nothing of interest happened. The Labyrinth exit was a double door built from steel and presumably barred on the other side. It stood wide open, with a chain-smoking albino dwarf standing next to it.

At least, Mave thought he was a dwarf. He lacked a beard. Somehow, Mave felt that disqualified him.

Past the steel door sat King Talarys himself. He was inside a chamber as large as any she had seen in the Labyrinth, with a staircase that must lead into his palace.

A table and chairs sat in the center of the room, and Talarys gestured for Mave and Graem to join him.

“I wasn’t sure if you would actually come,” Talarys said. He snapped a book closed and passed it to a devil who lurked behind him.

Mave knew she was a devil because she had wings and candy cane horns. Didn’t devils possess humanoid forms so they could blend in? This devil’s appearance seemed self-defeating. She was a Calosceme knowledge devil, judging from the lavender hair and otherwise generic appearance.

“Um, Your Majesty!” Tsarri, the demihuman guide, shouted.

She jumped forward and bowed deep enough that she nearly lost her balance. The other demihumans stared at Tsarri in shock.

Talarys merely raised an eyebrow. “You are?”

“Tsarri, Your Majesty!” she nearly screamed. “I am honored to be in your presence.”

His face didn’t shift. He seemed to be waiting for something.

Tsarri sweated and shifted uncomfortably. She refused to raise her head and instead stared at the ground.

“If you have something to ask, ask,” Talarys eventually said.

“May I… May I serve you?” she gasped out.

“You already are.”

“Directly! In your palace, I mean.” Tsarri’s face reddened, but she still refused to look at him. “I’ve heard there are countless demihumans that work in your palace. I would love to join them and serve you personally.”

Mave suspected that Tsarri’s idea of personal service was a good deal more intimate than anything Talarys had in mind. Not a single muscle on his face had twitched since Tsarri started speaking.

If he had any interest in adding this little wolfkin to his harem of pliant demihumans, he had a terrifyingly brilliant poker face. This was a side of him that Mave hadn’t seen yet. The flippant and arrogant king was gone. He seemed calculating and unmoving.

“Duchess Alsia will need to personally approve of you, and there is a vetting process, but if you pass, then you can join the palace staff,” Talarys said.

“Duchess… I am not Kinadain, Your Majesty,” Tsarri said, her voice breaking as she spoke.

“That’s not what Alsia is approving. We’ve had some assassination attempts recently. Confirming the character of new staff is vital to the safety of the palace, even if I’m in no danger.” He chuckled.

Tsarri’s face paled and her entire body shook.

“I would imagine you would be the prime target,” Graem said, choosing this as the opportunity to inject himself into the conversation.

“Do you fear assassins, Grand Magister Harpersmith?” Talarys smirked.

Ah, there was the flippancy. Mave wondered if it was like a switch.

The moment he had shifted from dealing with Tsarri, who was a demihuman far lower in status than him, Talarys had returned to the arrogant, dismissive attitude she recognized.

But that glimpse of something else fascinated Mave. Normally, a ruler or noble treated their servants the worst. Mave’s mother had certainly shown little to no regard for those around her.

“That depends on the assassin. I suspect you have some in your employ that I would fear greatly,” Graem said.

“True. Although I still need to resummon my best assassin. She always had an attitude problem, so I’ve left her to stew in Hell for now,” Talarys said.

While Graem and Mave stared at the king in confusion, he turned back to Tsarri.

“If you’re still interested, then one of the demons will escort you into the palace. Given the secrets we keep here, this is your last chance to walk away,” Rys told her.

Tsarri finally straightened and looked at him. “I will serve you, Your Majesty.”

A demon whisked her away, although Mave noted the glare that the knowledge devil shot at Tsarri as she left.

“Sit,” Talarys said.

“I don’t think I’ve ever sat at the same table as a king before. It feels wrong, somehow,” Graem noted.

“Most people don’t think of me as king. Most just call me Rys. The infernals call me boss. A select few call me general.” Rys grinned, and Mave felt concerned that she didn’t know why.

“You’re hinting at mysteries that I don’t understand. But I prefer to get down to business,” Graem said, his good eye narrowing. “Maliah still believes we can work together.”

“Of course, he does. There’s more to gain for him than me.” Rys drummed his fingers on the table. “Does he have anything to offer? Don’t take this the wrong way, but I can crush the League given the time. I’d love to work with so many talented mages, but you’ve done far too good a job at pissing everybody off.”

“That’s your only problem with the League?” Mave asked.

“No. I dislike how crude some of your experiments are. The necromancer Forai that Maliah sent was easy to execute, given what a monster he was. But I’m no stranger to horrific things being done for the sake of progress, or simply curiosity.”

Graem squared his jaw. “You’re underestimating Maliah. Your magic and infernalism is incredibly impressive. Two demon princes, countless infernals, and even that disruption spell of yours—I can’t begin to imagine where you learned these or how many decades of study you’ve devoted to them. But it’s not enough to stop him.”

Rys raised an eyebrow. “If the League is so powerful, why hasn’t it destroyed its enemies yet?”

No response. Mave looked at Graem, who then turned away. His good eye burned.

Mave grimaced inside her helmet. What she was about to do was unwise, but she had played many cards in support of Rys already.

“Do you know what a pact is?” Mave asked.

Rys’s demeanor shifted like the crack of a whip. His slouch vanished, and he became imposing. His gargantuan muscular figure towered over the tiny table. He crossed his arms and clenched his jaw, and his eyes fixed on her, burning with an intense fury.

Meeting his gaze made her uncomfortable. For a moment, Rys didn’t seem human. A deep, raw anger dwelled within him, and it seemed unlike anything she had seen before. Mave found herself reminded of her own fury toward her mother for some strange reason.

Then the feeling passed.

Had that been some form of mental manipulation? Her helmet usually blocked infernal sorcery such as that, and she hadn’t felt any magic activate. The idea of a sorcerer like Rys possessing mental manipulation terrified her, however.

She pushed down the thought. There had been no proof. Most likely, she had been disturbed by his eyes.

For his part, Rys grimaced and leaned into the table. Graem shot a glare at Mave.

“I know all too well what a pact is,” Rys said. “You shouldn’t be playing with them. Eventually, the price you need to pay the infernal consumes everything.”

Graem’s eyebrows shot up. “Price?”

“You don’t know?”

Mave and Graem shook their heads.

“We know what Maliah is doing, but we’re not infernalists.” Mave bit her lip, but felt she was making the right choice now. “The demon lord being summoned is being held inside a powerful summoning circle while a pact is being prepared. They’re feeding him knowledge devils.”

Rys leaned back and frowned. “Curious. That explains a piece of intelligence I received months ago about knowledge devils being summoned in large numbers. I should have investigated more. Diablerie is a common technique to keep powerful infernals in Harrium.”

“Diablerie?” she asked.

“Infernals can consume the magical essence of other infernals in order to maintain their physical form here. Normally, the summoner does this but if they’re too weak, then an external source is necessary. Knowledge devils are both numerous and powerful, so they make for good food,” he explained.

The knowledge devil behind Rys stared at him with her mouth wide open, as if in outrage.

“I think someone dislikes your clinical explanation,” Graem noted.

Rys turned around, then laughed. “Are you only now realizing why Fred wants to eat you, Tyrisa?”

Tyrisa paled, wrapping her arms around herself. “He was serious!?”

“Fred?” Mave asked.

“Prince Frederick to you,” Tyrisa said primly, glaring. “Demon Princes Grigor and Frederick are the generals of the Kingdom of Kavolara, and deserve your respect.”

“We call him Fat Fred,” Rys added.

“Only you call him that,” the knowledge devil muttered.

It slowly dawned on Mave that they were talking about the other demon prince who had been at the Battle of Lapisloch.

Fat? Mave recalled the fifteen-foot-tall monster who had cleaved apart a dozen men with each swing of his halberd and who had shrugged off barrages of magical lances.

What the fuck kind of monster was Rys that he called a demon prince that powerful “Fat Fred?”

Graem coughed and redirected the conversation. “What is the price of a pact?”

“A pact is merely a special form of infernal contract,” Rys explained. “Normally, an infernal contract merely binds both sides to their word, and enforces the penalties. A pact is similar, but is an active contract—it provides a large sum of infernal energy so long as both parties fulfill their obligations.”

Rys sighed. “This sounds benign, but the costs are immense and grow each year. Eventually, the pact collapses under itself. A royal devil might require hundreds of human sacrifices at first, but soon thousands. In exchange, they might need to keep increasing the power and influence of their summoner—but what happens if their summoner is already a king?”

Graem’s eyes widened. Even Mave understood the problem.

“They would need to keep starting wars, and instigate chaos,” Graem gasped.

“Exactly. Pacts became widely used in the Infernal Empire due to the ongoing war between the Devil Queen and Malusian, but they still caused problems. Once the price became too high to achieve without causing… friendly fire, the summoner usually needed to be disposed of.” Rys shrugged. “Naturally, the summoners knew this was coming and could make it expensive to remove them. Dead man’s switches and the like.”

The Infernal Empire? Mave looked at Graem, but he ignored her.

“If Varian and Maliah finish this pact, it will plunge the entire world into war,” Graem said, his craggy face seeming to age decades within moments. “You understand, don’t you? Gauron ignores us because we are weak enough to ignore. But a demon lord with a vested interest in causing chaos would attract armies. It might mean a second Great War.”

Rys raised an eyebrow. “Demon lord? You know who was summoned.”

Graem clammed up, realizing he had said too much. Hadn’t he glared at Mave earlier?

Chuckling, Rys said, “Well, I can likely find out anyway. I doubt there are too many demon lords who would be summoned using a pact.”

“Grishaw,” Mave said. “He seemed to react to your name as well. Why is that?”

She remembered the odd reaction that the demon lord had given when Talarys’s name had been spoken.

Instantly, Rys froze up. Then he cursed.

“Fuck. Of all the demon lords it could have been, it had to be one of Ariel’s spymasters,” Rys said, before laughing. He ran a hand through his black hair. “As for my name—well, he likely knows it from legend. There’s a city named after me, you know.”

“You mean you’re named after a—” Mave stopped talking as what he said dawned on her. “Oh.”

Rys’s smile seemed openly malevolent. What kind of ancient evil sat across from her, close enough to corrupt her with a touch?

“What are you?” she asked.

“Old,” Rys said. “But knowledgeable and experienced. That’s what I can offer you. I suspect you’re both interested in somewhere that can teach you about magic, and where you can learn in relative peace. I’m interested in gaining power, but not in bringing all of Harrium down on me at once. If you join me, then you will learn things that have been lost for millennia. If you don’t… well, maybe you’ll survive the war.”

“Why should we believe you?” Graem asked.

“Because I can use magic that you’ve never heard of? Or maybe it’s because the infernals that work for me are almost as old as the Cataclysm.” Rys shrugged. “In the end, it’s not my problem if you don’t. I’ve learned enough about Maliah’s plans to stop him. If you join me, then it’s mostly icing on the cake.”

“What do you know about rune-crafting?” Mave asked.

“… my practical ability is rusty, but I suspect my theoretical knowledge dwarfs yours,” he answered.

“Was that a pun?”

“Because you use dwarven runes? No, but I’ll take it.”

She rolled her eyes. Then she looked at Graem. “Well?”

“How would you stop Maliah if we helped you?” Graem asked.

“Well, the easiest way would to be meet with him. That’s what he wants, isn’t it?” Rys smiled.

Mave felt that she was making a deal with a devil. Then again, she had resolved herself to that long ago when she first joined the Malus League. Rys could hardly be any worse.

Plus, he fascinated her. The idea of learning ancient knowledge and runes forgotten thousands of years ago caused her heart to skip a beat. He had turned out to be more than she had imagined.

Truly, she had made the right decision to betray the Malus League and support him months ago.


Chapter 36


After the two mages left, Rys remained in the labyrinth entrance chamber. The demihuman guides from Avolar escorted Graem and Mave out, and some demons accompanied them.

Tyrisa dropped a sheaf of notes in front of Rys, and he looked at her.

“Triplicate?” he asked. “You didn’t give them a copy.”

“One for you, one for me, one for Vallis’s records,” Tyrisa said.

“Will she read it?”

“She will if I place it in her inbox.”

“Don’t.” Rys sighed, then stood.

Tyrisa grabbed the notes he left behind. Presumably, she’d deposit them in his office. There was no escaping her dedication to proper office procedure.

“Can they really summon a demon lord? I haven’t heard of one being summoned since the shadowbeasts invaded,” Tyrisa asked, biting her lip as they ascended the staircase to the sub-levels.

“Pacts allow mages to accomplish great things by borrowing power that isn’t theirs. It sounds like Kushan used one to summon a horde of demons a thousand years ago,” Rys said.

“Have you used one?”

“No. I know the consequences of them, so why would I subject myself to one?”

Rys remembered all too well how pacts had inadvertently contributed to the Empire’s destruction.

Ariel had become increasingly reliant on them, after she lost access to any portals to Hell to summon infernals. The pacts caused her forces to become increasingly aggressive, and Malusian responded in kind. Duar used one, but that only tied him to the portal and led to a false sense of security.

“But could you use one?” Tyrisa pressed. “What if the Malus League succeeds? Can you stop a powerful demon lord?”

“I’ll have to. And it’s not about stopping him, it’s about killing him. I’d prefer it if Ariel didn’t learn that I was alive and kicking.” He grimaced at the thought of Ariel knocking on his door, metaphorically or otherwise. “But yes, in the worst case, I can use a pact with a powerful devil to save my own skin.”

“Like the Darus Twins?” Tyrisa brightened up.

Absolutely not, Rys thought. He imagined their price would be something absurd like a never-ending date.

“In any case, we need to start preparing our military for war with the Malus League. There’s no telling how much time we’ll have or in what state their preparations are. If we fail to stop the pact, then the only choice is to destroy the League,” Rys said. “Find Grigor and let him know. I’ll catch him later, once he’s had time to come up with ideas.”

The first thing Grigor would do upon learning about this would be to tell Fred, and then argue for several hours about the best response. Rys wanted to learn the aftermath, not be bored to tears by their philosophical debate.

Tyrisa trotted off. That left Rys to his own devices, and right now his thoughts weren’t something he wanted to be left alone with.

For the first time since awakening, he had made a grave error. His opponents had seemed weak compared to what he was used to, so he hadn’t taken any of them seriously. Rys had acted as though he was playing chess against children.

Now, one of his enemies was about to flip the entire chessboard. Or perhaps they hadn’t been playing chess at all.

Rys didn’t think he would lose. A single demon lord could be defeated, especially with Rys’s power and the infernals he had available.

But the cost might be too great. If Grishaw survived, Ariel might learn of him. Maybe other powers on Harrium might intervene. The pact might even allow the League to summon other infernals, and demon lords were often powerful due to their armies, not their personal strength.

Shaking himself out of his thoughts, Rys headed for the hot spring. He wanted to relax in its soothing waters.

Inside the changing room, he found two sets of clothes. Both looked like the robes that foxes wore, which meant Mina and Fara were bathing.

Rys undressed. He wondered if Mina would end up being even more like Vallis, and leer at him while he was with Fara like his Viceroy had when Maria enjoyed herself.

“Oh, Rys,” Mina chirped when he stepped inside. She gave him a wave.

Both foxes sat languorously on the far end of the hot spring, up to their necks in the water. Their tails were surrounded by a film of transparent light that prevented water from turning them into drowned, depressing wet bags of fur.

Naturally, both were naked. Rys saw the substantial physical differences between the two, from top to bottom. Mina’s greater curves and spine-bending bust; Fara’s toned muscles and lithe frame; the several inches of height that Fara had on her niece.

Not to mention that their contrasting hair and fur colors made for pleasant viewing. The two were like yin and yang. Rys knew they’d look even better when he eventually had them together in bed.

“You finally bump into us in the bath together, and the first thing you think about is sex,” Fara drawled, staring at his growing erection. “You can join us, but no funny business.”

“Really?” Mina whined.

Fara glared at her niece, who merely smirked back at her.

“You spend too much time around Vallis,” Fara muttered, sinking farther into the water until her head was covered.

Rys slipped into the water, which was steaming hot and soothed his muscles immediately. A pair of fleshy globes wrapped around his arm a moment later.

Mina smiled at him and pulled him over to Fara. “We can touch, right?”

Fara gurgled something from beneath the water, then came up for air. “Have you always been this thirsty?”

“I’m not the one who gets filled every other night.”

“It’s less often now that Alsia takes turns,” Fara corrected. “You should know, given you spy on us.”

Mina’s face colored, but she didn’t let go of Rys. He leaned against the rocks of the hot spring. Both foxes leaned against him, their tails occupying every nook and cranny around his body and tickling his skin. Their ears twitched as they placed their heads on his shoulders.

He rested like this for what felt like hours. Both women ran their hands along his skin, sometimes brushing his cock and balls, but mostly along his legs, chest, and arms. Fara sometimes kissed his neck and chin.

Mina watched jealously, but restricted her “play” to her hands and breasts. Her body rubbed against him, and he learned every contour of it.

If Rys wanted to, he could play with them in return. Somehow, he knew that the magic would be broken if he did.

Fara remained averse to sex around the other women in the palace. This was the most daring she had ever been, and Rys found it interesting that it was around her niece of all people. But she might become self-conscious if he played with her in return. Better to let her fall into corruption herself.

And Mina still wanted to earn her turn with Rys. While he had the freedom to bend her over and take her whenever he wanted to, it was a reward that needed to be earned. While Avolar remained an enemy city, he kept his dick firmly away from his precocious spymaster.

Time passed. Both women rested against him. At some point, their hands lingered together on his crotch for several minutes. Fara and Mina stared at each other. Slowly, they both backed away.

“Maybe later,” Mina said, with a wary smile.

Fara’s face flushed, but she nodded in response to her niece’s look.

“I think it might be time for us to talk,” Rys said, deciding to shatter the peaceful relaxation they had been enjoying.

A sharp intake of breath followed his pronunciation, and Mina looked at Fara with a sharp gaze. If Fara tried to run, Rys knew he could rely on Mina to stop her.

“You’ve been dodging me for months now, Fara. Why have you been interested in physical transformations, and what does it have to do with Imira?” he asked.

“It’s complicated,” Fara said.

“I once explained basic planar theory to you, Fara. Try me.”

She winced, and Mina giggled.

“Imira is a havoc fox, but she’s one of the few surviving ones,” Fara said. “I’m…” She paused and took a deep breath. “I’m interested in becoming one, if it means gaining enough power to stay by your side. Whether my people are right about the dangers of havoc foxes, I want to try this path for myself.”

Mina closed her eyes. “Um, for what it’s worth, if Fara’s doing it, I want to as well.”

“Mina—” Fara began to say.

“Why?” Rys asked, talking over the older fox.

Swallowing, Mina said, “Because there’s no price too great if it means repaying you for the opportunity you’ve given me, Rys. I don’t know if I can say that I love you, but you are my world right now. If there’s a chance to serve you better, I’ll take it.”

Utter devotion filled her eyes as she stared up at him.

Rys reached out and brushed her cheek. Mina’s entire body shuddered, and she held his hand against her face. Her breathing quickened, eyes glazing over as she stared at him.

“I think you broke my niece, Rys,” Fara said flatly.

“I feel great,” Mina said dreamily. “It’s so rare that you touch me like this, Rys. I’m so clingy, but you reciprocate so rarely.”

“You’re going to die when you have sex,” Fara said.

“I’ll die happy then.”

Rys brushed Mina’s cheek with his thumb, then pulled his hand away. She pouted, but calmed down soon enough.

The fact that she became so excited from so little was precisely why he touched her so rarely. He brushed Fara’s tails on an almost daily basis now, but the couple of times he had brushed Mina’s tails, she had become nearly insensate from pleasure.

Either the succubi had broken her, or Mina was utterly obsessed with him.

The worst part was that this wasn’t the first time he had caused this. After all, there were a pair of knowledge devils who rubbed themselves against him at every possible opportunity when he used their Gift.

“Let’s take a step back,” Rys said. “Explain what a havoc fox is. I can guess, but I want to hear your explanation.”

Fara nodded, but leaned away from him before beginning to talk.

“In simple terms, a havoc fox is a corrupted mystic fox,” she said. “They can use astral power, and their arrays actively corrupt the world around them. Before Gauron was rediscovered, they were actually believed to be connected to black-tailed foxes, but that link has been disproved now.”

“Arrays?” Rys raised an eyebrow. “Havoc foxes use astral power, but they still rely on the same method of casting spells?”

“Yes. I don’t understand how. Havoc foxes aren’t well understood because…” Fara bit her lip. “Everything about them is a secret. Even asking about them is taboo.”

“How do they occur then?”

“Most are born. I mentioned before that we spend our first year as a fox kit? Rarely, a fox becomes a havoc fox afterward,” she said. “But the most famous havoc foxes were once normal mystic foxes. Imira was one—she was an enforcer for the Garrote Clan before she disappeared for nearly a century, then returned as a havoc fox with an extra tail.”

Rys realized why both of his foxes were interested in the transformation.

An extra tail took decades to centuries. Fara expected to receive her fifth tail any day now, but her sixth tail might take another century or more.

To say nothing of what Fara could do if she had astral power. Rys certainly wouldn’t complain if he had loyal subordinates capable of bending reality.

“Do you know why havoc foxes are considered corrupted?” he asked, although he had a theory.

Mina and Fara looked at each other, then shook their heads in tandem.

“We were simply taught that it was a path of no return.” Mina narrowed her eyes. “You thought they might be connected to Pandemonium, the continent that was destroyed in the Cataclysm.”

“Yes. My translation Gift suggests that another possible translation for ‘havoc fox’ is ‘chaos fox,’” he said. “Your race is also a special one that is actively assimilating into Harrium. I’ve never heard of divine beings that actively integrate into the world they emerge into. None of the races from the Emergence did that.”

“That sounds like a weak thread,” Fara protested.

“It is. I have no real information on what you are, or what havoc foxes are. What I need is a chance to learn more,” he said.

Mina perked up, and a sly smile crossed her face. “Oh, I can think of a chance that might come up. There’s a thorn in our side that might be willing to assist us.”

“What?” Fara hissed. “Mina!”

“Oh, come on. A traitor is a traitor. The penalty for betraying the alliance is beheading and tail docking. What does it matter if Rys takes a look first?” Mina’s smile was devilish by now, which was oddly fitting for her position.

“We can decide on that once we confirm if she’s a traitor,” Fara said. “But Rys, what I really wanted your help with was…” she trailed off.

“The transformation process itself. You heard about what the Empire did to create helldragons and vampires and realized I might be able to help you,” he said.

Both women nodded, and their tails splashed about in the water excitedly.

“There’s a short answer and a long answer,” he said.

“Rys,” Fara said flatly.

“The short answer is that I can’t do it without more information, and likely talking to a havoc fox or concrete data on what one is. Not wild speculation, but concrete data that gives me a goal to work toward. Experimenting in the dark can take decades, and I’m speaking from experience,” he said.

Fara grimaced. “The long answer?”

“We won’t know unless we try,” he said.

She glared at him. “Sometimes I forget that you’re an asshole.”

His fingers ran along her skin, and she gasped. When they slipped inside her pussy, she moaned and leaned into his touch.

“I’m the asshole who knows how to make you react like this,” he said.

“Not in front of Mina,” she whined, her ears flapping back and forth every time he flicked her clit.

“Don’t mind me,” Mina chirped, her fingers happily inside herself as she watched them with lidded eyes.

Fara pushed Rys away and caught her breath. “Later,” she said.

“I’ll hold you to that,” he replied.

Mina pouted and wrapped her arms around him. “I get to watch, right?”

“Have you ever not watched us?” Fara said. “I can’t believe my sex life has become masturbation fodder for you.”

“The two of you have the best sex,” Mina said with a grin. “Alsia is wild, but has no finesse. Maria just likes being fucked hard and treated like a toy. But you and Rys have a real rhythm. I want something like that when it’s my turn. You’ll need to teach me.”

Fara stared at Mina as her words sank in, then groaned.

“Teach you. Right,” she said, running a hand over her face. “Anyway, Rys, what is the real long answer?”

“Something that we need to discover through trying. You already know a havoc fox, even if everybody is apparently scared of her. There’s a mystic fox available for ‘research.’ If you can dig up any books or writing on havoc foxes, possibly under the pretext of fighting one, that would help as well,” he explained. “Then we puzzle out a real answer.”

“But you think you can help?” Fara pushed.

“It might take years, but there’s little I can’t do,” he said.

“That’s the Rys I fell in love with.” Fara smiled at him.

Those sounded like good words to end a serious discussion on. So Rys picked Fara up. His fingers sank into her fleshy thighs, and she squealed. Her hands snapped onto his shoulders.

He deposited her on the edge of the hot spring, her eyes staring at him in surprise. She lay on the stone flooring beside the pool, while he stood on the steps leading out. Mina watched with wide eyes.

Then he pressed his body against hers, causing his rock-hard prick to slide along her slick body. Fara gasped as he pressed his crotch against hers. His balls rubbed against her while she stared at his cock.

A hand closed over his length, and he felt Mina press her body against him.

“Can I?” Mina whispered, her eyes fixed on his cock as she held it between her pale fingers.

He pulled the white-haired fox into a kiss and she moaned in response. Her hand pumped him gently. Fara whined as he paid more attention to her niece than to her.

Rys stood there, pressed against two naked women while their fluffy tails wrapped around his body.

His fingers slipped over Mina’s pussy, and she pulled away. Her slow pumping became erratic. Fara took over, pushing Mina’s hands off and hungrily pushing Rys’s cock closer to climax. Her hands slid up and down his length while her legs wrapped around his back.

Rys slipped a finger into Mina. She twitched. Then he put a second in, and a third. A moan escaped her. He felt her juices pour over his fingers as he opened her up, and she seized up in response.

“F-fuck, Rys!” Mina gasped out. “You’re in my pussy. I can feel your fingers in me. It’s so good. Don’t stop!”

Her hands grasped his, holding him in place. Like it or not, he stopped because she stopped him. Mina spasmed against him, her hardened nipples rubbing against his chest and arm.

“Ohhhh, I wish this was your cock,” she moaned. “Fara, you’re so lucky.” Mina squealed in ecstasy.

“Say that when you’re not creaming yourself five seconds after he touches you,” Fara said. “I don’t think I was ever that sensitive.”

“Should I train you?” Rys asked.

“So you can have two foxes to ruin your bed whenever you touch us? Do you really want that? I feel your ear drums would burst at some point.” Fara winced as Mina squealed again.

Eventually, the younger fox relaxed and let Rys withdrew his hand.

“I don’t think I’m ready for sex,” Mina said. “But I can watch this, right?”

Her hand closed over Rys’s cock again, which Fara had let go during the orgasm. Fara rolled her eyes.

“You enjoy voyeurism too much,” Fara said.

“Not as much as you’ll enjoy this.”

Mina pushed Rys back, and he let her, then guided his cock lower. Fara’s eyes followed their movements as the younger fox led him into Fara’s pussy.

Before he entered, Fara spread herself wide. She gasped as Rys’s tip entered her, then moaned when Mina flicked her clit.

A moment later, he slammed himself all the way inside Fara. She held him tightly against her with her legs, bucking against him. Mina’s fingers ran across where they were connected. Her lips pressed against Rys’s neck.

“Rys,” Fara moaned. “I feel so hot. You seem so much bigger.”

“Two foxes are better than one.” Mina giggled. “I bet you’re so excited to have me right here, instead of just knowing I’m nearby.”

Rys grunted and thrust into Fara. The two foxes moaned, giggled, and gasped as he pushed himself to his climax.

Then he unleashed his load deep into Fara, and she closed her eyes and basked in it.

“That always feels so good,” she said, leaning back against the floor.

Mina ran her finger along the white froth coating Rys’s cock and balls. He lightly pumped into Fara, and more built up.

“This tastes like nectar,” Mina said, her eyes lighting up.

“You’re fucked in the head, Mina,” Fara said, then laughed. “Rys, I think you need to feed her sooner rather than later.”

Mina tilted her head, not understanding what Fara meant. Then it dawned on her, and her face reddened.

“I can’t wait to be deserving of a feed, master,” Mina said.

“Then you have a city to take,” Rys reminded her as he popped out of Fara. His seed poured out of her, and both foxes lapped it up with their fingers.

“For now, I actually have somebody else to meet. A queen, in fact,” Rys said.

“Then we should clean you up properly, shouldn’t we?” Fara purred as she sat up, keen for several more rounds.


Chapter 37


“You’ve been ignoring me lately.”

Rys didn’t turn around. He stood in the warp gate chamber, deep in the Labyrinth.

The obsidian chamber had changed significantly since he had last been here in person—it was now a guard post and staging site for deeper dives into the Labyrinth. Supplies, weapon racks, and a roster occupied the far side of the room, opposite the portal that led back to the palace.

Today, Rys wasn’t interested in any of that. He was here for the dark stone plinth that channeled power from Castle Aion. Right now, the crystal dial atop it was set to only connect the warp gate to the palace.

Rys knew it could do much more. The golden wisp behind him had told him as such.

“I’ve been busy,” he said.

“I have noticed.” Orthrus hovered beside Rys. The beak and eyes within his form focused on the plinth. “But like the inevitable passage of time, you find yourself with a need to draw on my knowledge. Did I not tell you that we are each the keys to one another’s freedom?”

“Like I said, it hasn’t been intentional,” Rys said. “You haven’t gone out of your way to talk to me. From what I hear, you’ve been ransacking my growing library. You also prefer to avoid most of my new palace residents.”

“I find that life is like a diorama—interesting to look at, but frustratingly static and boring if you stare at it for too long. Just as humans do not like watching grass grow, I dislike watching the glacial passage of history in real time.” Orthrus clacked his beak in disapproval. “I desire results, and books contain much more of those than the present day.”

“Books only give you information that you can use to change the present, Orthrus,” Rys said. “Knowledge for its own sake is pointless.”

“Oh, I agree. But I can do little more than observe right now, can I not? One day, this knowledge will be power. I have all the time in the world to acquire it for now.” The wisp’s eyes seemed to glow.

Chuckling, Rys raised his hands in a mock surrender. “Fair point. But you’ve only proved me right, Orthrus. I left you alone because I didn’t have a reason to disturb you, and you seem to be happy when left to your own devices.”

“Perhaps. I did overhear something interesting in one of your recent discussions with your obsessive spymaster, however. You are investigating the mystic foxes, correct? They are a race that even I know little of, given they arrived in Harrium after I was sealed. Allow me to join you in your information gathering. I believe I can be of assistance.”

Given Orthrus had once told Rys a story about ripping the soul out of a harmless seal—the animal kind—something told him that this might make for an interesting partnership.

But Orthrus had been a researcher in the past, by his own admission. Rys would be foolish to deny his assistance.

“Once I have some research material, I’ll let you know,” he said.

Then Rys gestured to the plinth, “For now, my interest is far more mundane. You told me months ago that the warp gate can connect Castle Aion to the other islands. I need to go to Gorgria.”

“Can you not teleport? Your increased power should make it possible.”

Rys shook his head. “I’d still need to stop in the Malus League’s territory, at least briefly. The risk that they detect me, or that I trigger some sort of anti-teleportation ward, is high enough to look for an alternative.”

“That seems overly risk averse for you.”

“I underestimated the League to my own detriment. I had assumed that Avolar was their primary focus, because they couldn’t act openly. Instead, Avolar was merely one of Maliah’s schemes while he prepared this pact.” Rys scowled.

The fact that he had truly become the overconfident and arrogant overlord bothered him. He liked the act, as he had seen how effective it had been for Malusian, but it wasn’t supposed to be real.

“I see. So you suspect their magical ability is greater than you suspect. Or perhaps you don’t want them to realize how easily you can move around?”

“Both. Graem didn’t elaborate on who that ‘Varian’ was, and nobody knows the name. That suggests that the infernalist supporting Maliah is some sort of national secret of the Malus League. Or possibly old enough that he predates the memory of those working for me,” Rys said.

Orthrus asked no more questions. Maybe he felt that was enough of a reason. He might have also been remembering how to use the dial.

After several minutes of silence, the wisp spoke up again, “As I mentioned last time, this function will cause your palace to appear on the island of Gorgria. You will have some control over its location, but it will be limited to the general vicinity.”

“That’s fine. It will be a nice show of force. Although managing two palaces will be annoying. I’ll need to increase the number of guards,” Rys said.

Orthrus cackled. “No, no. You misunderstand. There can only ever be one Castle Aion. It will merely be in two places at once. Even more, once you activate the rest of the warp gates. You will understand the true magnificence of the Creator’s work after this.”

“That sounds like spatial manipulation beyond what even the angels managed,” Rys said. “When I besieged the Last Retreat, the angels could rearrange the entire city in real time. We would be charging toward the next gatehouse through the labyrinthine walls of their city, and then find ourselves running out the front gate. If this is greater than that, I don’t understand why the angels left it alone.”

Then again, the angels did something here. They relocated a fortress and several islands here after the Cataclysm. So why did they leave this place alone, given how much power dwelt here? Not to mention that Rys appeared to be sealed here and had possibly come here himself in the past.

“You will see,” Orthrus said.

Rys gave up on conversation. Instead, he followed the wisp’s directions to fully activate the warp gate.

This involved turning the dial farther and pushing even more power from Castle Aion into the warp gate. Rys felt the reserves flow into him.

More importantly, he felt more of that strange presence in his mind open up. He was more convinced than ever that there was something alive within the Labyrinth. Whatever he was doing here, it was disturbing that existence.

Rys made a note to use his next power slate on that Labyrinth module in the control room. He needed to investigate this presence, before it caused him too much trouble.

Once finished, Rys looked around the room. It appeared identical. The portal back to the palace’s sub-levels was unchanged.

A strange feeling lingered in the back of his mind, however. As if he had unlocked more of Castle Aion’s power. It felt like an extra limb, but one that he didn’t know how to use.

By now, Rys had a lot of extra limbs, metaphysically speaking. He could cast multiple types of magic, sense energy in different planes, control the physical reality of the palace, and had the lingering sensation of the Labyrinth in the back of his mind.

Managing them was exhausting. He suppressed the feeling of this one and put it in the same box as the rest of the castle’s power.

“We must return to the surface to see the effect,” Orthrus said.

Once there, Rys looked around. A handful of guards wandered around.

“Everything looks the same,” he declared.

“Oh? You can’t feel it?”

Rys frowned. He reached for that new limb of his. The more he explored it, the more Rys realized that it wasn’t a limb.

It was closer to a portal.

He stepped through it, mentally speaking. The process was closer to flicking a switch, and feeling his magical essence be pushed through an intangible and invisible portal.

The sky changed in an instant. Clouds moved. Trees vanished. The eastern mountain range vanished and appeared to the south, and appeared to be much smaller. Even the sun changed position.

But nothing inside the palace changed. To make matters more confusing, nobody else reacted.

“Orthrus…” Rys began to say.

“You are now on the island of Gorgria,” Orthrus said, barely able to hold in his laughter.

“I guessed. Why does nobody else care?”

“Because they are still on Kavolara. As I said, there is only one Castle Aion, and it is in two places at once. You have displaced yourself to Gorgria, but the palace itself is entangled in both locations. Everybody inside it sees the palace, and whatever island they are currently on,” Orthrus explained.

Rys remained silent.

Entangled? He remembered a general conceptual theory about that idea.

Devils had theories about Gifts that could enable beings to exist in multiple places at once. The idea was that if something existed in multiple locations at once, then all existences were identical. There would be no way to tell them apart, after all.

The problem with the theory was that it shattered the present understanding of how planes worked. Almost every living being had souls and magical essences, and those were tied to specific bodies.

If somebody had a body in two locations at once, did that mean their soul was tied to two bodies? Or did they need two souls? Or did any entanglement also need to entangle the soul?

The idea had been given up on due to the complexities involved. Not even Kauros had worked out the solution, although he had created a self-sustaining vampiric curse in the process. Rys hadn’t been interested, and the research predated the Cataclysm, but he did remember reading about it.

To think that the solution already existed. What would Kauros think if he found out the truth? That his efforts had been a waste?

“You seem fascinated by what you see,” Orthrus said, pulling Rys from his thoughts.

“I’m currently standing in two places at once, hundreds of miles apart. The possibilities this could allow are practically limitless.” He laughed. “Although this might have more of an effect on the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom than I expected.”

Orthrus explained to Rys how the process worked, as well as how he could allow others to move freely between the islands. Apparently, when somebody left the palace, anybody on the other island would think the person had vanished.

That boded poorly for defenses. If all of Rys’s guards watched the Kavolara side, they wouldn’t see an attack coming on Gorgria, or vice versa. He would need to increase the number of guards and explain this to Grigor and Terry.

For now, he found Leth inside the palace. The Haunt stood in the foyer of the palace, drinking a seemingly bottomless cup of tea that Rys doubted contained any actual liquid.

“Are you ready, Lord Talarys?” Leth asked, raising an eyebrow.

“In a moment.”

Rys reached out and gave Leth the authority to move between the two islands. Then he forcibly moved the Haunt.

Leth froze. Once he relaxed, his smile turned sharp.

“This is new. Quite the surprise,” he said.

“Welcome to the island of Gorgria. I plan to meet Queen Faeris, and I want you to clear out her guards on the way into her palace,” Rys explained.

Looking out the window, Leth stared at the changed sky. “This sort of exciting experience is precisely why I am so delighted to serve you, Lord Talarys. But don’t rulers usually arrange formal meetings? I doubt you need my assistance to meet your peer.”

“I could meet her normally, but where’s the fun in that? I want Queen Faeris to understand what sort of relationship we’re going to have.” Rys grinned.

Leth grinned back.

The two of them left, with Rys teleporting them north to Gorgria. This time, he got the distance right.

The capital of the island of Gorgria was a city named Gorgria, which was inside a country called the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom—which most people helpfully called Gorgria as well, or sometimes the RGK.

Rys would complain about the name, but he had named his kingdom after the island as well. There was power in naming your nation after the region. The RGK ruled maybe a third of Gorgria, but they might as well control the entire island as far as anyone was concerned. They were Gorgria, and their name reminded everybody of that fact.

But Rys still found the name annoying. Similar problems had been occurring lately with Anceston and Avolar, as the cities and regions had the same names.

The city itself was a sprawling metropolis in comparison to Anceston. That was a low bar, however. By the standards of the Empire, the city was a large town. Rys had accidentally vaporized cities larger than it.

“You seem unimpressed,” Leth said.

“It’s a reminder that I’m in the middle of nowhere. I saw the current state of Ahm in my knowledge Gift, and you could drop Gorgria in there without even noticing.” Rys sighed. “Is New Ahm any bigger?”

“Bigger? No. It is more developed however.” Leth cast a hand across the city before them, which sprawled across flat plains. “Gorgria is like a lethargic adult stretched out across the land because it knows how things work, where New Ahm reaches for the skies like an overambitious child that doesn’t know that they can’t yet touch the stars.”

“That’s some commentary there, Leth.”

“I’ve kept an ear to the ground and done some reading.” The Haunt tapped his nose. “The RGK has gone nowhere since Queen Faeris’s husband passed away. Perhaps she thinks of it as a shrine to him? I understand that the king was the driving force behind its expansion.”

“Curious. But you think the League is a child?” Rys asked.

“Mages who fled Gauron because they disliked the restrictions of the mage towers, or who hated the status quo there. It is a story as old as time. Hell itself runs on similar principles—many speak of merit, but connections are everything. But those who break away and seek to start their own kingdom rarely cultivate anything other than ashes.”

“Do you think that of me, Leth? Because I’m splitting off from the major players of the Eternal Game and creating my own little playpen.” Rys stared at the magnanimous devil next to him.

Leth merely smiled and tipped his bowler hat. “Perhaps your efforts will result in little more than a footnote in history. That is what happened after the Empire collapsed, after all. But you are different from most.”

“Any other intelligence on Faeris? I know that she has a daughter, and a royal guard composed of draconic demihumans,” he said, returning to the primary topic.

“Her daughter is called Princess Alaretta, but almost never appears in public. She’s tremendously shy, and considered to be so beautiful that men faint in shock upon seeing her.” Leth laughed at his own words. “Faeris herself was once a powerful adventurer from Gauron. She personally slew the previous Grand Magister of the Tower of Black Cognition, a man called Elias.”

Rys almost asked what that was, but then the name popped into his mind.

Mave and Graem’s tower. Faeris had slain Graem’s predecessor. Rys vaguely recalled being told about Elias, but not the full story.

“So I’ll avoid picking a fight with her,” Rys said.

Leth tipped his hat again. “Shall we go, then?”

They slipped into the city. The sun rode high overhead and the city bustled. Nobody paid them much attention. Leth had shifted his illusion to one of a merchant, and while Rys drew a few stares, most people had work to do.

Two keeps faced one another in the city—one on the outskirts, and another next to the palace itself. A wall protected the palace itself, and was connected to one keep. Rys and Leth circled around to an entrance far from the keep.

“I sense mages on patrol,” Leth noted.

“Spellblades?”

“I cannot tell. But they seem capable enough to be dangerous. Let us wait a moment.”

They stood outside an entrance gate to the palace for several minutes. This time, nobody paid them any attention at all. Leth had used his infernal sorcery to force people to ignore them. Haunts excelled at misdirection and suggestion.

If somebody looked at them, their eyes would glide right over them. Their memories would be fuzzy, and fail to recall anything other than the possible existence of two men, if even that. They wouldn’t even remember hearing Leth and Rys, even if the person stood next to them.

Eventually, Leth raised his hand. Rys saw Leth’s eyes fill with shadow. A moment later, the gate opened. The guards stepped inside. Raised voices erupted, and soon a brawl broke out between the men who were supposed to be dedicated to defending their queen.

Rys and Leth slipped right past the soldiers who were slugging it out. They walked up the paved path to the gorgeous palace building, which was a huge four-story mansion built from steel, granite, and stained glass.

Guards charged past them to break up the growing fight below, but were pulled into it. Shouts rose up, and soon it sounded like the palace was under attack. Bells rung out and alarms blared.

“I shall remain out here and find a safe place to watch the proceedings,” Leth said. “I believe Her Majesty is on the second floor, reclining on a sofa.”

“Does she have company?”

“Guards outside the door. Their armor is too well crafted for me to easily intrude on their minds.”

Rys nodded. Then he strode into the palace itself. Leth’s magic remained in effect on him, but it would wear off quickly enough. He was in a place he didn’t belong, and the guards were panicking.

Fortunately, Leth had presumably cleared a path. Many of the palace guards had left, and only scared servants remained. Some stared at Rys, confused. Maybe some thought he belonged here, given how confidently he walked through the hallways and rooms.

In truth, he barely had any idea of where he was going. The palace wasn’t massive by his standards, but was large enough that getting lost was easy. Leth’s directions had allowed Rys to sense Faeris—her magical presence dwarfed everyone else in the building by orders of magnitude, and something about it felt oddly familiar.

“You there! Stop! Intruder!” someone shouted.

Rys turned and saw two armored demihumans with draconic horns running toward him.

Raising his eyebrow, Rys waited for them to get close. He recognized their armor and regalia from the Labyrinth. These were members of Faeris’s royal knights. No wonder Leth hadn’t been able to influence their minds.

Once they were close enough, he said, “I’ll make this simple. I am King Talarys, and I am here to meet with Queen Faeris. You can take me to her, and this ends peacefully, or I’ll find her anyway.”

The guards stiffened, reaching for their swords.

Rys didn’t let them draw them. He raised a hand. An orb of blood red hellfire appeared in it, dense with magical energy and powerful enough that even the guards should realize what would happen next.

“I won’t repeat myself,” he said.

Glaring at him, the guards kept their guard up. But they didn’t draw their weapons.

Rys noticed that their hands moved, and he sensed them use the tiniest amount of magic. Sendings, most likely.

After several seconds, the guards stood at attention. “Her Majesty deigns to meet with you, King Talarys. Follow us.”


Chapter 38


Rys had met many attractive women since reawakening.

Maria had bountiful curves and a simple beauty. Fara and Mina were exotic, and wonderfully fluffy. Alsia was lithe, conventionally pretty, and had the sort of face that could launch a fleet of ships.

Faeris made all of them look like hags.

Her face had an almost ethereal beauty, with a perfect complexion and no imperfections. Her platinum blonde hair glittered in the sunlight streaming in through the multi-story glass windows of her study and pooled on the ivory sofa. Rys suspected that each strand would be perfectly straight, and together her hair could be mistaken for a spool of gold.

And her body was an almost perfect hourglass, with curves that made Rys question his vision.

Except for her chest. Whatever divine being had created Faeris, they apparently had a preference for a specific body type. She was flat as a board.

“Seeing you so mesmerized with my beauty almost makes me forgive the chaos you have caused,” the queen said, snapping her book shut and straightening up on the sofa. “This is the second time you’ve intruded on my territory without warning.”

Ah, so she had heard about his little jaunt into the Labyrinth beneath Gorgria.

“You’re the third-most beautiful woman I’ve seen,” Rys admitted.

“Third?” Faeris’s expression turned thunderous.

“It’s more of an honor than you realize. The other two are also queens.”

“Oh? Of what nations?”

“One once ruled Gauron, and the other has ruled her race for millennia,” Rys said.

Faeris stared at him in confusion for several long moments. The guards in the corners shifted uncomfortably.

Then she gestured for them to leave. They didn’t hesitate, and soon Rys and Faeris were alone.

“I have heard that you are an infernalist, but it’s quite bold of you to claim that you have met the Devil Queen herself,” Faeris said, her voice ice cold. Her blue eyes tried to pierce him, but he ignored her anger.

Rys walked toward her and sat down on one of the sofas opposite her. The study seemed pointlessly large, with a dozen plush ivory sofas, a dining table, a piano, and bookshelves so tall that he would need a ladder to reach their tops.

The lack of dust on any of the shelves made it clear that Faeris either had dutiful servants or very good cleaning spells.

“It’s not a claim, it’s reality,” Rys said. “And I feel it establishes the scene. You’ve wanted to meet me for months. Here I am.”

“By yourself, with no warning or appointment, and after breaking in,” Faeris said. “Was this necessary?”

“I felt it was important to establish what I’m capable of.”

“And if I decide that what you’re capable of is deserving of destruction?” she asked.

Rys smirked. “That’s exactly why I showed up the way I did.”

She drummed her fingers on the arm of the sofa. Her fingers twitched, and he felt a sending go out. Moments later, a servant entered the room with a trolley loaded with food and drinks.

The servant dropped off several plates of extravagant tapas, almost all of which contained rich sauces, expensive meats, and aged cheeses. Given it was winter, the message was obvious.

Or maybe Faeris was used to this level of wealth. She didn’t even pause for effect before snapping up slices of aged steak covered with what appeared to be a red wine jus.

Rys restrained himself to one of the lagers presented. It was crisp and fresh—and far better than most of the beer brewed by the Infernal Empire.

Infernals cared more about the strength of their alcohol than the flavor. The destructive effect that had caused on all alcohols save for wine could not be understated. Only the dwarves had maintained any quality beer production, and they guarded their secrets jealously.

Rys silently celebrated the achievement of mortal races, even if they probably didn’t know what they had done.

Once the servant left, Faeris resumed the conversation.

“I will admit, I am more partial to you than the Malus League. You have the goodwill of your people, and if Maria backs you, then that can only be a good thing.” Faeris raised her eyebrow, then licked her lips. “Although now that I have met you in person, I understand some of her comments. You have quite the physical presence.”

“You should meet my generals,” he said blandly.

“I’ve heard of them.” For some reason, Faeris’s face turned to one of concern. “The Battle of Lapisloch was quite vicious, from what I heard.”

“The League made themselves known, but I defeated them handily.”

“Yes, so I heard. And now you’re here. I assume there’s a connection?”

Rys didn’t miss the fact that she rapidly changed the topic. Lapisloch had been dropped as quickly as it had been brought up.

“Before that, I have a simple question,” he said. “Why do you have an interest in Kavolara at all? Your spies have been very active there. You were intervening even before the League made their actions known.”

Faeris’s expression turned stony. “I’m not one to talk about my intelligence operations. Stopping the League has been of importance for many years, however. My father had a strong distaste for them.”

“Your father?”

“Grand Magister Marcus Darvui of Guelburg. He lost his position and was exiled by the new monarchy that was… established there.” Faeris’s lips thinned. “I won’t bore you with foreign politics. Suffice it to say that he aligned with conventional mages, and the Malus League’s actions concerned him.”

“But you’ll talk with me, despite my infernalism?”

“As I said, you have the backing of the people around you. Whether I need to stop you eventually can be decided later. But right now, an enemy of my enemy is my friend. My father returned to Gauron long ago, but I will carry on his ideals in his place.”

Rys remembered Leth’s comment about how Faeris might be maintaining the RGK for the sake of her husband. Now she had named a second family member that drove her actions.

Did Faeris have any actual personal motivations?

“What about your daughter? She never shows herself in public. Not to pry, but that’s—”

Faeris laughed at him. “Suspicious?” She clicked her fingers. “Let us drink and eat for a minute. She will be here shortly.”

Several minutes later, a gorgeous young woman entered the study. She reminded Rys of Alsia and had a similar conventional beauty. Her dress was an obnoxiously pure white and covered up almost all her skin.

Interestingly, she lacked much of a magical presence. The strangely familiar feeling that Faeris gave off was missing from her. That didn’t mean much, as magical signatures changed immensely from person to person, and couldn’t typically be used to determine familial connections.

“It is an honor to meet you, Your Majesty,” Princess Alaretta gasped out. She twisted her hands in front of her. Every movement caused her huge tits to bounce around—they were easily as large as Maria’s, if not bigger.

“What do you think, Rys—I can call you Rys, can’t I?” Faeris asked. “Maria mentioned that you rarely go by your full name or title.”

He shrugged. Alaretta was pretty enough.

“Are you trying to set us up?” Rys asked bluntly.

“If you want to marry anyone, you have me,” Faeris replied with a broad smile. Her blue eyes glittered. “Alaretta, you can leave now. Return to your piano practice.”

Alaretta bowed to her mother, then practically fled from the room.

“Is that a serious proposition?” he asked.

“You’re a rising power, and one that will soon control two-thirds of Kavolara. I control Gorgria. The political benefits are immense,” Faeris said.

“What about your husband?”

“He will always remain my true love, but I will live for another century or more. Would you believe me if I told you that I’m seventy?” She giggled. “My magic has always been powerful, but it has resulted in a lonely life. Watching my beloved waste away while I remained unchanged was… painful. You won’t do that to me, will you?”

“No. I don’t age,” Rys said.

“Then it would be perfect.”

“Why not Alaretta?” he asked.

“Why take the princess when you can have the queen?” Faeris rolled her eyes. “You can have her as well, if you want.”

“As well?” Rys laughed. “Have you become a saleswoman now, trying to sell me a package marriage—marry one, get one free?”

Faeris waved him off and sipped her wine. “Fine, be that way. You avoided my question earlier—is there a connection between the League and your arrival here? I cannot imagine why else you would appear after avoiding me for months.”

“It’s simple enough,” Rys said. “I want two things: an agreement that you’ll stay out of the way when I take Avolar shortly.”

“I don’t care about the Kinadain,” Faeris said flatly. “The nonsense that those self-proclaimed Saints spout is no business of mine. You can have Avolar.”

Excellent. Rys knew that when Mina activated her plans for Avolar in the coming weeks that there wouldn’t be any unexpected surprises from the Gorgrian spy network.

“Second, I want your help to kill Maliah Jyarvic,” he said.


Chapter 39
MINA



It was the dawn of a new year, the middle of winter, and plumes of smoke rose from the city of Avolar. Infernos blazed across the hillside city. Furious mobs marched through the streets, warring with each other as they screeched in fury. Soldiers, looters, and mysterious combatants in black armor held key positions in the city.

Avolar was in open rebellion.

Mina watched from a rooftop. The sun had long since set, but the city glowed brightly due to the endless sea of flames that washed through the streets and buildings.

Like Anceston, Avolar was closer to a large town than a city. Its population was in the thousands, rather than the tens of thousands. The streets ran along inclines, as the city was built into a steep hillside in the foothills of the mountains.

Given the time of year, snow covered the roofs, ground, and everything in sight that wasn’t on fire. Which was less than it should be.

Mina’s tails swirled in smooth patterns behind her as she monitored the city. Although she had subordinates doing this for her, she wanted to know what was going on herself. Trust didn’t come easily to her, given who worked for her.

She began to feel that lack of trust was justified. But she had directed it at the wrong people.

There were two foxes in Avolar. She was certain of that now. One of them felt so familiar to her that her stomach had transformed into a pit that threatened to consume her with guilt and anxiety.

Mina recalled Rys, and she dispelled all doubt. He hadn’t fired her after what nearly happened to Vallis. She would get through this.

The forces battling across the city had split into multiple factions. The Malus League had already left, and Gorgria only protected its own safe houses. While hundreds of angry people raged through the streets, they were a distraction.

Riots were a symptom of the chaos that Mina had caused. If she eliminated her political opposition, then they could be quelled quickly.

No, there were four primary factions at play. Three, really.

The least significant faction was that of the military—many soldiers and guards tried to defend the city without picking sides. There appeared to be little reason to deal with them, unless they got in the way.

The most important faction was that of Mina’s puppet. Hyrie, her chief succubus, had taken control of a powerful noble named Count Terraph. His supporters were the same as Mina’s, and she needed to put him in power.

Her primary opposition was the Kinadain who controlled the city. They had allied with the Malus League and fought against Rys. Rather than surrender, they had cracked down harder. Mina had instigated riots, leading to this result.

Finally, there was a faction she hadn’t expected.

Pharos.

Over a hundred soldiers clad from head to toe in black armor with masks covering their faces attempted to stop Mina from seizing the city for Rys. They fought with katanas, wakizashis, daos, and other bladed weapons from Pharos. Their armor bore no emblems, but Mina wasn’t stupid.

She recognized Imperial soldiers when she saw them. After all, she had fought alongside them during her own training. If she had become an adjutant, she would have been in command of them.

A wicked smile crossed Mina’s lips as she thought about what she would do to the traitorous foxes once she won. Her eyes gleamed as she stared out over the city.

“You appear to be enjoying yourself,” Leth said from behind her.

Mina nearly leaped off from the roof, but merely spun and glared at the suit-clad Haunt.

“I told you not to sneak up on me like that,” she hissed.

“Will that be your excuse when your throat is slit because you are paying too little attention?” Leth raised an eyebrow.

She glowered at him. Turning away, she gestured at the city. “This is going to be my first great achievement as spymaster. I’m allowed to enjoy it.”

“Oh, I wasn’t referring to that.” Leth’s laughter seemed to creep into every crevice of her mind, and she forced herself to stay calm.

The Haunts and succubi had orders not to use their powers on her. The reality was more complicated. Infernals knew that they would be punished if they were caught, or did something worth punishing.

Mina attempted to reinforce her mental protections, but doubted they meant much. Leth was in a different league from the rest of the Haunts. He could bring down Avolar by himself if he wanted to.

The only reason he hadn’t was because Mina needed to learn. He reminded her of Grigor and Fred, in a way. Ancient infernals who held back because they firmly believed in the ideal of teaching others to fish, instead of giving them fish.

Or, as Fred once told her, a demon who couldn’t slay his own enemy wasn’t worth protecting in the first place.

Until Mina was strong and smart enough to deserve the full capability of Leth, he wouldn’t lend it to her. Her saving grace was he hadn’t attempted to sabotage her. Yet.

“Is Margrim ready to move on the Kinadain stronghold?” Mina asked.

“Yes, but that’s not why I am here.”

“I had wondered. We’ve been using mindspeak so far. What’s happened?”

“We have a guest who wishes to meet you. There is a great desire to feast on her, given what she looks like.” Leth’s smile broadened.

Mina stared at him in confusion. Her tails flickered behind her.

Then it dawned on her. One of the foxes she had been tracking had moved.

“Don’t touch her!” she snapped. Then she echoed the order through mindspeak. “I’ll be at headquarters soon.”

She leaped off the roof, pumping magic into her limbs as she fell. Their headquarters was a shrine of the Kinadain’s, and she charged across the city to it.

Hyrie stood in the center of the stone shrine, surrounded by carved wooden statues. Another succubus stood beside her, along with two demons. A dozen humans stood guard nearby with vacant expressions.

The hall was large, but simply built. The pews looked rough and uncomfortable to sit on. Old-fashioned cloth torches blazed on the walls, leaving much of the shrine in darkness.

The only other occupant of the hall was a single white-tailed fox, who looked almost identical to Mina.

“Sarae,” Mina said.

Her sister gave her a brittle smile. Fear filled Sarae’s eyes, and her tails and ears flattened when she saw Mina.

Mina hated the feeling of satisfaction she felt. Sarae had formally recognized Mina’s power by lowering her tails.

If Mina wanted to, she could have her sister killed—or worse—with a click of her fingers. The looks on the faces of the succubi made it clear that “worse” was on the table. Not that Mina would let that happen.

“You really are King Talarys’s spymaster,” Sarae said, meeting Mina’s gaze. “I had thought it was some sort of game, and that you were just pawing him up. Or maybe he was indulging you because you were cute. But these devils defer to you.”

“We defer to Lord Talarys, not this child,” Hyrie said.

“Shut up, Hyrie,” Mina snapped. “I need you to take care of the Kinadain stronghold. Support Margrim.”

Hyrie’s face contorted in rage, but she bowed despite herself. Then she and the other succubus left. Most of the dominated human guards left with them.

Sarae took a deep breath. “Are you sure this is the right path?”

“Does it matter? I’m Rys’s spymaster.” Mina narrowed her eyes at her sister. “Nia covered for you. She didn’t even tell me that you left the village.”

“I slipped out under an illusion. Mom covered for me.”

“Bullshit.” Mina cursed several more times. “This is my fault. Fara and Nia both warned me not to rely so heavily on the Garrote Clan, because I shouldn’t rely on a faction outside my own. Is this a test by Nia or…”

She rounded on Sarae. “Or does Nia have orders to cover for you? You’re working for someone. Those are Imperial soldiers out there. They’re working for the Imperial Court. This goes beyond a scheme by the Gold Clan. What branch are you in now, Sarae?”

“Does it matter?” Sarae said, refusing to meet Mina’s eyes.

“Are you an idiot? I’m the person who gets to decide if Rys rips your tails out and uses you as an example.”

“You’d do that to your own sister?”

“I’d do that for Rys.” Mina glared at Sarae, whose eyes widened in shock. “He gave me everything that the clan promised me, but stole away. You don’t understand, Sarae. I’m happy that you got your fourth tail and a job in Pharos, but I didn’t.”

“Liar,” Sarae muttered. “You hate me.”

Mina gulped, but refused to look away. “You have everything I wanted. Everything I trained for, Sarae. And you’re trying to say that I’m in the wrong?”

“You’re the one threatening to kill me.” Sarae laughed, but it was strangled. “This doesn’t matter, anyway.”

Reflexively, Mina checked her surroundings with her tails. She didn’t sense any approaching trap.

Behind her, Leth shrugged. Whether he was making this encounter worse with his abilities was beyond Mina, but she didn’t care.

Seeing Sarae hurt made her feel good. She hated that feeling, but it was the truth.

“Why not?” Mina asked.

“Because I’m here to help you. Those are Imperial soldiers, but they’re not under orders from the Imperial Court. This is a Gold Clan scheme, and it’s time to shut it down. That’s why I’m here.” Sarae finally met Mina’s gaze.

Slowly, it dawned on her what was happening.

“You work for the Imperial Court,” Mina said, all emotion leaving her voice.

One of the most desirable placements for a fox. Mina had spent a few years in the Imperial Court during her adjutant training, under a six-tailed fox named Souma from the Pride Clan. He had taught her everything she knew about politics and politesse. Her ability to serve Rys adeptly was due to that one fox.

Foxes rotated through the Imperial Court in ten-year placements. It was unheard of to get a position with less than six tails, as it was so competitive. Souma was the deputy to the Pride Clan’s Chief Enforcer, and he still had to fight for his position at the Court.

Sarae refused to look at Mina again.

After taking several deep breaths to steady herself, Mina said, “Fine. We can work together. I serve Rys. If you help me deliver Avolar to him, I don’t care.”

Sarae finally smiled, but it was the smallest smile that Mina had ever seen on her sister’s face.

“That’s right,” Sarae said. “I’ve been posted here to… minimize contravention of the Emperor’s decree of non-interference with foreigners. The Gold Clan’s decision to help Avolar against the Kingdom of Kavolara violates that decree. I can help you stop them.”

That sounded a lot like Sarae worked for Imira. Mina made a note to follow up on that later.

Right now, Mina wasn’t sure that she wouldn’t shriek at her sister like a banshee.

Her sister might be working for a fucking Archon. Mina knew that she had lucked out with Rys, and would do anything to keep him onside, but her sister had everything that Mina had originally dreamed of.

Mina suppressed the envy boiling inside her. She remembered the feeling of Rys’s fingers inside her. Of what it had been like when he kissed her the morning that she had gained her fourth tail and become an adult.

That did the trick. Her face reddened, and she swiftly looked away. Her head filled with endless thoughts of Rys, and nothing other than him.

Sarae gave her an odd look.

Leth coughed. “We understand that there is another mystic fox active in the city. They are leading the Imperial soldiers?”

“A Garrote Clan handler sent here secretly by the Gold Clan. I haven’t confirmed her identity, and doing so is important as it will confirm that the Gold Clan intentionally deceived the Imperial Court,” Sarae said.

“I want her,” Mina said.

Sarae frowned. “I only need to confirm her identity, but the Alliance will want her body. Her head and tails will need to be put on show due to her betrayal.”

“Is it betrayal if she followed the orders of the Gold Clan?” Mina muttered.

“Ha. No. But I can guarantee they will attempt plausible deniability. You don’t need to worry about the politics, Mina.” Sarae grimaced. “Let’s just go deal with her. I doubt she’ll fight to the death. We’re trained not to, after all.”

Sarae told Mina where they were going—the mansion of a Kinadain lord named Lord Winter. When Mina relayed the location to Leth, the Haunt stroked his chin.

“Curious. I am certain that is actually Lady Hyrie’s headquarters,” he said.

“I thought she was using Count Terraph?” Mina said.

“He is her puppet, but staying with him was dangerous given the Malus League presence. She used a different lord to hide herself, in case any mages found her,” Leth explained.

Mina stared at Sarae, who shrugged.

“I’m certain she’s hiding there,” Sarae said. “Maybe your succubus is as dumb as she looks? All her development might have gone to those huge tits of hers.”

“Fuck you, Sarae. I know what you’re trying to say about me,” Mina spat.

Her sister smirked at her, and Mina pushed out her substantially larger chest in a show of dominance.

After ordering Leth to provide cover, Mina and Sarae left.

They leaped over rooftops together, landing in snowdrifts next to each other, and competing in a race over who could reach the mansion the fastest. Mina’s muscles burned with magic as she pushed herself to her limits to keep up with Sarae.

Her sister raced along gutters, glided on top of piles of snow, and bounded over fences so easily that Mina felt like she had two tails again and was watching her naturally talented sister show off.

But Mina was thirty years older now, and had trained under some of the most experienced foxes on Pharos.

More importantly, she had been training with Fara almost daily for months now. What Mina lacked in raw ability, she made up for in training.

She avoided obstacles and slopes. The fences? She slipped around them, instead of pointlessly jumping over them. Snow? Mina melted it instead of trying to dance over it or around it. Her tails never stopped moving, and she sometimes propelled herself forward with her magic.

By the time she stood outside the mansion, Mina felt a slight drain on her reserves. But her tails swiftly refreshed her. Her muscles were tense, but no worse than they were after a training session with the demons at the palace.

Whereas Sarae came to a stop almost thirty seconds later, and nearly doubled over. She gasped for breath.

“How… How do you go so fast?” she gasped out, amber eyes staring up at Mina.

“When’s the last time you raced Auntie Nia?” Mina asked.

Sarae stared at her. She opened her mouth to respond, then frowned. “She has like seventy years on us.”

“Do you think that matters on a battlefield? Do you think any of the infernals under me care that I’m a thousand years younger than them?” Mina asked.

Her sister didn’t answer.

“Fara is entirely focused on her training and increasing her strength. I might be entirely devoted to my new job, but it’s because I can’t afford to do anything else,” Mina said. “If I want to be Rys’s spymaster, I need to prove that I deserve it. I need to be fast enough, strong enough, smart enough, and cunning enough to stay ahead of anyone else he could replace me with. I can’t just coast and rely on his good will.”

Sarae looked away. “I feel you’re taking a pot shot at me.”

“You could have easily beat me here,” Mina said quietly.

“I should have beat you here,” Sarae said.

They fell silent for several long seconds.

Then Leth told Mina over mindspeak that he had instigated several brawls nearby. Mina heard the shouts and screams of fighting break out nearby.

The mansion appeared to be abandoned. The wrought-iron fence that surrounded it glowed dully with magic.

A slash of Mina’s tails blew the gate apart. She strode through, Sarae at her back. As they entered, Mina checked her surroundings with her tails.

Besides the brawls outside, Leth was nearby, along with Taras, a pair of Ashen, and some demons. Mina had backup if she needed it.

The moment the foxes entered, Mina knew something was wrong.

This was Hyrie’s domain, but nobody was here. Mina scanned the area with her tails and sensed nothing.

A moment later, she heard Hyrie’s voice in her head, “What are you doing in my demesne, little fox?”

“Is it always this empty?” Mina asked, ignoring Hyrie’s question.

A long pause. “What do you mean? There should be four women in the foyer, where you are right now.”

Mina didn’t ask how Hyrie knew where she was standing.

Instead, she said, “There’s nobody in the entire mansion, Hyrie. Not even corpses. I’m here because there’s a mystic fox hiding here.”

This time, the pause lasted nearly a minute. Sarae poked around the mansion itself, casting arrays in an attempt to find where their target was hiding.

“Pharosian spiritualism,” Hyrie howled. “She’s slain them all! That horrendous fucking slut! I’ll…” She cut off suddenly, and resumed a moment later. “The basement, little fox. There’s a hidden entrance on the second floor, behind the farthest bookshelf in the library. The password likely won’t work.”

A chill ran down Mina’s spine.

The way Hyrie talked about their target made it sound like she knew about her, and where she was hiding.

Mina wanted to accuse her, but stopped herself. Rys had warned her that the infernals would make attempts like this. If she found clues, then she would use them against Hyrie.

More importantly, this was the second time today that Mina had learned that one of her intelligence sources was unreliable. Hyrie had either been deceived or was actively working against Mina. Auntie Nia had lied to her because the Imperial Court had ordered her to.

Amusingly, only Leth had been loyal so far, despite being the most powerful and capable of her subordinates. If anyone could replace Mina, it would be him.

Truly a career minion. Mina promised to do something to make him and the Haunts feel valued. Like letting them ruin a political movement. They’d probably enjoy that.

Mina ordered Leth and the other infernals to move in, but to keep their distance. She wanted Leth to hide their presence from Sarae.

Then she told Sarae what Hyrie told her.

“Sounds like your succubus wasn’t as dumb as I thought,” Sarae commented.

They found the hidden entrance. The ward was familiar. Both of them had been taught it while on Pharos.

Mina blew it apart. The moment it went down, she felt a surge of magic from below the mansion.

Their target knew they were coming.

Mina and Sarae charged down the claustrophobic spiral staircase that led to the basement. Down there, they found the corpses of Lord Winter, his wife, daughters, and presumably his servants. All their bodies appeared to be preserved with magic, likely to prevent them from rotting.

The room had a strange sense of stillness. The air didn’t seem to move. Mina breathed in, and her throat felt raw afterward. She cast a cleansing array on herself, then one that supplied air. The room might be full of toxins.

Maps, weapons, torture instruments, figures, and reams of paper covered tables and walls.

A single mystic fox stood in the center of it all. She had five white tails and looked like the stereotypical Garrote Clan fox. Mina didn’t recognize her.

The fox whirled on them. Her tails began to move, automatically casting arrays.

Mina and Sarae responded in kind.

Force blasts exploded on each other in the air. Papers were shredded, and the room turned into a mess of ribbons and flying figures.

The three foxes glared at each other. Thirteen fluffy tails stood on end, ready to cast arrays.

“The traitor and the pawn,” the five-tailed fox spat. She held a bamboo cylinder in her arms, but it was open.

A message canister. She had been preparing an instant transmission for whoever she was working with—presumably the Gold Clan.

“The Alliance will judge who is the traitor,” Sarae said coldly. “You’re Aochi, aren’t you? I recognize you now.”

Mina scowled. So much for “not confirming her identity.” Sarae knew exactly who had been working against Rys.

“And you’re the youngest children of the worst thing to happen to this archipelago,” Aochi said. “The Alliance should have wiped out your traitorous family decades ago.”

Mina glared at Aochi. “You’re betraying the Alliance, the Garrote Clan, the Imperial Court, and even Archon Imira, while claiming that it’s my family that’s the problem?”

She was going to enjoy watching Rys murder this bitch. Mina bit her lip and tasted blood.

“I’m betraying nothing. You understand, Sarae. The Archon will support me once she knows what this King Talarys truly is,” Aochi said.

Silently, Mina ordered Leth to move in. There must be another exit from the basement, given Aochi was preparing to leave when they entered.

Sarae rolled her eyes. “Uh, yeah. Archon Imira knows all about him. You’re missing the part where she doesn’t give a fuck, because he’s not on Pharos, and you’re violating a decree of the emperor.”

“You don’t know her. She will—”

“I have my orders. Surrender, or I’ll be sending your head and tails back to her on a boat,” Sarae snapped.

Aochi’s tails began to move.

This time, Mina didn’t waste time on a force blast. She tried to disrupt the spell using her training with Fara.

It half-worked. When Aochi cast her force blast, it fizzled. Sarae’s blast slammed into Aochi, but bounced off a force barrier that their opponent had cast simultaneously.

The three foxes froze again.

“Two children cannot beat me,” Aochi declared.

“Maybe not. But they can.” Mina pointed behind Aochi.

The elder fox refused to turn around. Instead, her tails moved.

Or tried to. Meaty red hands reached out and grabbed them. Aochi screamed, her eyes widening.

Reflexively, she struck at the demons. Her empowered fists practically obliterated the arm of a demon.

The other demon tried to hit Aochi in return, but her tail suddenly puffed up into a ball of spikes. Howls of pain echoed from the demons as their hands and arms were transformed into pincushions. They tried to free themselves, and Aochi attempted the same.

She hadn’t realized that the demons were strong enough that they wouldn’t simply die from having their entire arms and bodies pierced with foot-long spikes of rock.

Then Aochi collapsed to the ground with a series of sickening cracks. Mina’s and Sarae’s tails stopped moving, as they both finished casting their force blasts at the same time. They had shattered Aochi’s ribs and many other bones.

“Enough,” Mina snapped, as the demons attempted to finish off the fallen fox. “I want her alive. Strip her, tie her up—including her tails—and package her up for transport. King Talarys wants her.”

The mere mention of Rys’s name sent the infernals into paroxysms of terror. The demons and other new arrivals rushed to aid them.

A figure swathed in black appeared behind Mina. He bowed.

“Spymaster Mina, I have confirmation that we have crushed almost all resistance,” Taras informed her.

“I’ll tell Hyrie to move onto the next step. It’s time to establish Count Terraph as Duke Terraph, and for Rys to take control of Avolar,” Mina declared.

Sarae looked between the two of them with a raised eyebrow. “You had the infernals here the entire time?”

“I’m a spymaster, Sarae. As fun as coming here with you was, did you really think I was going to do this alone?” Mina asked her.

Sarae frowned. “I suppose. Who’s this, then? I didn’t know you had ninjas working for you.”

Taras puffed up with pride. The Malakin had a weird obsession with mystic foxes and Pharos. Mina found it useful, in a manipulative way.

“I am Tarasu,” Taras declared, lying about his name as always. “I command Lord Talarys’s elite contingent of ninjas.”

That was a new one. Mina felt no need to correct him, however. She had always wanted to command an elite contingent of ninjas.

Plus, Rys’s face when he found out about Taras’s latest lie would be amazing.


Chapter 40


An imp poked his head into Rys’s office the next morning.

“Titty bossboss is returning, bossbossbossboss,” the imp said. “Has a prisoner.”

Rys nodded and dismissed the imp. Then he told Mina to meet him in his office. If the prisoner was who he expected it to be, then he didn’t see much reason to keep him or her a secret.

An hour later, he wasn’t as sure about that decision.

Fara, Mina, and Sarae trotted into his office with a naked fox in tow. Sarae avoided Rys’s questioning gaze, but she didn’t appear to be tied up or even disarmed, so he ignored her.

“I expected a prisoner, not a gift. Mina, what’s this about?” Rys asked.

Fara snorted, and Sarae stared at him. The naked fox glared at him, attempting to set him on fire with raw willpower.

She failed, of course. The cord binding her was magical and wrapped around her entire body, including her tails. She tried wiggling them in an effort to cast an array, but he couldn’t feel even the slightest twinge of magic from her.

Giggling, Mina said, “While she is a gift, that’s not why she’s naked, Rys. It’s important to strip traitors so that they are disgraced and know they are worthless.” She paused. “Also, it’s so you can tell there’s nothing hidden on her. We checked her for poisons and weapons. Spatial arrays can allow for some interesting methods to hide weapons or message canisters.”

Rys could imagine. Although he found it amusing that mystic foxes were taught to hide weapons up their asses, and also to search for them.

“I know that look,” Fara muttered. “If you ever ask me about those, I will slap your face off, Rys.”

“You brought it up, not me,” he said, tongue firmly in cheek.

Her tails quivered as she glared at him.

Sarae’s eyes widened as she looked between her aunt and sister.

“So, I can guess that the fox on the floor is your traitor,” Rys said. He pointed at Sarae. “Why is she here?”

Sarae hunched her shoulders. “King Talarys—”

Mina interrupted, “Our traitor is a Garrote Clan handler by the name of Aochi. Sarae is an agent of the Imperial Court deployed here to enforce the Emperor’s decree of foreign non-interference.”

“By interfering?” Rys asked.

“A scale can’t be balanced without applying pressure to one side, or removing something from the other,” Sarae said. “I—”

Again, Mina cut her sister off. “She helped me capture Aochi. I don’t think we have any issues with Pharos.”

Rys kept his expression neutral, even as Sarae glared at Mina.

He could guess what had happened between the sisters, but didn’t care enough to probe them for the full story. The fact that Sarae was attached to the Imperial Court didn’t surprise him.

She had clearly been lying about many things when they first met. Unlike Mina, she had been trained to detect infernals, which indicated that Sarae had been trained for foreign deployment in Gauron. She also had access to rare resources such as message canisters, and knew more than she should, but some of it was oddly out-of-date if she had learned it naturally.

Sarae’s willingness to interfere and assist Rys despite her surprise that he was a genuine infernalist further gave her away. Fara had helped him because of Vallis, and both Mina and Nia had familial ties to Fara. Sarae had interfered before she even knew that Fara and Mina truly worked for him.

Finally, Nia had clearly covered for her. To Rys, that had been the surest sign of powerful interference.

The possibility that the Imperial Court was involved with Avolar had been the reason Nia had been unwilling to probe who Avolar’s spymaster was to begin with. Sarae had then turned up, and Nia had actively covered for her.

Rys considered it fortunate that Sarae hadn’t been the spymaster. The reasons he hadn’t kept her around were because she would be a great learning experience for Mina, and that he doubted such a young fox was the true mastermind.

“Who was Aochi truly working for?” Rys asked.

“The Gold Clan,” Sarae and Mina said at the same time.

Both sisters glared at each other.

“Mina, let Sarae explain her side of the story,” Rys said. “If Aochi works for the Gold Clan, what is her status with the Garrote Clan?”

“That will need to be determined,” Sarae said. She bowed so deeply that Rys thought she might fall over. “I will need to inform Archon Imira of her identity and what took place. We know that the Gold Clan lied when they said they brought their own handler over, as Aochi was not permitted to leave Pharos.”

“Imira?” Fara asked.

Mina bit her lip and looked away.

“She works for the Imperial Court. Isn’t Imira the Archon in command of all external affairs?” Rys asked.

Sarae nodded, and Fara’s ears and tails flattened.

“I don’t care if you inform Imira. But I have no intention of allowing an enemy combatant to go free, especially one who actively undermined the Kinadain and is deserving of death,” Rys said.

Sarae narrowed her eyes. “You plan to execute her?”

“That’s what I just said,” Rys said drily. “Try to keep up.”

She blushed, and it was her turn to act subservient for a moment. “That’s not what I… Forgive me, Your Majesty.”

“Forget the formalities, Sarae. What do you want to say?”

Mina pouted at him.

“The Alliance will almost certainly claim that Aochi is a traitor to the Alliance as a whole. The politics will be complicated and I don’t have any idea what will happen once Imira confronts the clan heads, but I know that they will want confirmation of her death, and likely her body back,” Sarae said.

“You mean they’ll want her head and tails,” Fara corrected. She turned to Rys. “It’s tradition for traitors to be beheaded and their tails docked. Usually, we incinerate the rest of their corpse.”

The foxes didn’t even flinch at the brutality of what Fara described. Except Aochi, whose face paled at the news that she was going to be very dead at some point. She writhed on the floor, but everyone ignored her.

“That’s fine.” Rys waved a hand dismissively. “When the Kingdom finishes its own judgment, I can hand over the head and tails to a representative of the Garrote Clan.”

Sarae opened her mouth, then closed it. “I see. Then my next request is much simpler, Your Majesty. I want to reside in your castle while I am posted here.”

“What?” Mina snapped.

“Aren’t you here to prevent interference in foreign affairs?” Rys asked, amused.

“I need to live somewhere. The village remains in convalescence and will be under a cloud until the situation with Aochi is resolved. The Kingdom of Kavolara is close to Tarmouth, friendly to mystic foxes, and is the nexus of activity of the Gold Clan,” Sarae explained.

“That’s code for ‘the Gold Clan dislikes me for some reason,’ isn’t it?” Rys asked.

“Yes. I don’t have to stay here, but the Archon wants me on the island,” she said.

“Given I’m about to go to war with the Malus League, I’ll take any help I can get keeping the Gold Clan away,” he said.

Sarae nodded, then paused. “I may be able to assist you with the League, depending on their actions. If their actions ever pose enough of a threat to Pharos—”

Rys raised an eyebrow and looked at Fara and Mina. They both shook their heads.

“Did the League tell you about what they’re up to?” Rys asked Sarae.

She gulped. “I’ve picked up some questionable messages while eavesdropping on Gold Clan communications. I don’t understand them, but they concern me more than you do.”

Or maybe Sarae was merely in denial because her family supported him. Rys wasn’t about to say no to another cute fox joining him, even if Mina’s jealously poured off her in waves so thick that the air seemed to be turning green.

“You can stay. But you’re under Mina’s oversight, and she makes the calls regarding you,” Rys said.

Mina brightened up, and she rounded on her sister. “I only have one requirement.”

“Oh?” Sarae’s tone filled with dread.

“If you ever withhold information this important again, you’ll be the one tied up and naked in front of Rys.” Mina’s eyes bored into her sister, and her face lacked any expression.

“Thanks, Sis.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“Happy family time is over,” Rys said with a clap of his hands. “Mina, can we talk in private for a moment?”

He stepped outside with Mina for a minute, and they entered a separate room.

“Did your sister do anything to work against us?” he asked simply.

“No. She lied, but that was it,” Mina said resolutely.

“Then it’s fine,” he said.

Before he could leave, she tugged on his sleeve. Her eyes were downcast, and her ears twitched pitifully.

“Rys… do you remember how I asked you to choose when I was ready?” she mumbled.

“Yes. You’ve done a fantastic job taking Avolar for me.” He brushed her cheek with a hand.

She gasped, but pulled away. He held her in place and her lips quivered.

“I don’t deserve it,” she mumbled. “Vallis nearly died—she hides it, but I know the attack still bothers her. I let Sarae deceive me. Nia lied to me and I didn’t realize. Even Hyrie worked against me.”

That was new.

“Was it serious?” he asked.

“I think she was working with Aochi. Not that I can prove it. She clammed up when I pressed her about it and claimed that Aochi used spiritualism to hide herself right under her nose.” Mina rolled her eyes, then sniffled. “I succeeded, and that feels great in a way, but it feels so clumsy.”

“That’s how most first victories go. You succeed in spite of your mistakes. As you learn, you’ll succeed cleanly and wonder how you ever made those mistakes to begin with,” he said.

“I already wonder,” she said. “I just… Can we wait? I want to feel like I really deserve this, Rys. I want you to make me yours for a truly special reason, so that I know that I really am your spymaster.”

“I’ll wait for now,” he said. “For now, you still deserve a reward for success. It’s always important to celebrate victories, for the same reason that you need to be lectured for failures.”

Rys leaned in and crushed her lips in a kiss. Mina squeaked and moaned into his mouth as he devoured her tongue with his own. His hands slipped beneath her clothes and into her panties.

He pulled away before she became too excited. She whined and chased after him, nibbling on his lip.

“But remember that I decide when you’re ready, Mina,” he said with a grin.

She gulped and nodded.

They returned to his office, where Fara, Sarae, and Aochi were waiting.

“Is there anything we need to talk about regarding Avolar?” Rys asked after retaking his seat.

“Count Terraph has a tenuous grip over the city. Grigor is marching north to secure the outer regions, and the army is surrendering,” Mina said. “You might want to make an appearance to jointly announce the annexation and deliver food.”

Rys nodded. “Simple enough. That matches our plans, although we’re a couple of weeks ahead of schedule.”

“You scheduled riots and the open conversion of an entire city-state?” Sarae asked.

“You’ll get used to it,” Fara said. “We have a major assassination coming up on the calendar.”

“What, are you planning to kill Maliah Jyarvic and take over the island?” Sarae’s tone was loaded with sarcasm.

Rys, Fara, and Mina looked at each other.

Then they grinned.

Sarae’s face paled. “Oh.”


Chapter 41


The meeting with Maliah took place in the Labyrinth, naturally. It was the closest thing to neutral territory.

Nobody could teleport in and attempt a surprise assassination. The meeting would be unobservable by others, which was necessary given the League and the Kingdom were supposedly at war. And the ever-changing nature of the Labyrinth meant that the meeting site couldn’t be trapped in advance without being extremely obvious.

Or at least, that was the public knowledge of the meeting location.

Rys told Graem and Mave to hold the meeting close to the warp gate. They didn’t know about it, but Mave had seen Rys leave through the warded door prior. The League would also have ran into Rys’s demons raiding the Labyrinth from the warp gate in recent months, and been powerless to stop them.

It just so happened that a meeting site close to the warp gate was also close to the Gorgrian section of the Labyrinth. Rys didn’t know if the League understood what had happened to the Labyrinth recently, but Maliah had readily agreed to the location.

The day of the meeting took place at the start of February, a few weeks after Rys captured Avolar. He didn’t know why Maliah had stalled for so long. Mave’s sendings had given no reason, but he had told Rys that Grishaw remained within the summoning circle in Maliah’s tower.

Rys arrived with a small entourage, at least numerically. Grigor’s sheer size made up for his lack of numbers.

Other than Grigor, Rys had only brought Fara, a few noble demons, a succubus, and a few Ashen. Given how the Malus League treated demihumans, Rys left them at home, other than a pair of Kinadain who acted as guides—but they wore heavy armor and their nature was concealed with illusions.

By contrast, Maliah brought a small army of mages. Three separate mage towers had come, judging from the emblems on their robes.

Rys recognized the Black Sorcerers, because Graem led them. Mave and the necromancer, Yoam, were with them. Yoam commanded a unit of skeletons to stand guard at the entrance they came through, presumably to prevent Labyrinth monsters from following.

The other mages were strangers to Rys. Three appeared to be important, and one stood out from the others.

He was a dark-skinned man with bright red glowing eyes and trim white hair and beard. A ruby-crested scepter rested in one hand, emanating more magic than the demons in the room. His clothes consisted of a bulky robe covered in golden runes, simple pants, and a collared shirt. He had no distinguishable age, and he was easily the fittest-looking man from the Malus League.

Even more obvious to Rys was the sheer amount of magical power within the man. Graem and this man were almost brothers in that sense. He had clearly been the subject of human enchantment and was far beyond the strength of a normal human.

“Archwarlock Maliah Jyarvic, I’m guessing?” Rys said, eying the man.

“And I don’t need to guess who you are, King Talarys.” Maliah inclined his head and smiled. “I thought people were exaggerating when they described you. More fool me.”

Given Leth had fed back reports that the Malus League were calling Rys’s kingdom “the cock kingdom,” there was good reason for Maliah to doubt anything he heard.

Maliah gestured to the mages near him. “You already know Graem. These are Grand Magisters Harn and Yale. For now, consider them senior mages in the Malus League.”

Both mages looked annoyed at Maliah’s dismissal of them, but said nothing.

After a few moments of silence, the archwarlock openly pointed at Grigor. “And what of your retinue, Talarys?”

“Call me Rys. I rarely use my full name,” Rys said. “I’m certain you’ve heard of General Grigor, given he showed himself at the Battle of Lapisloch. Fara is my right hand. I’m sure you can guess the purpose of the rest.”

Maliah’s eyes lingered on the succubus, who fluttered her hands at him in return.

“Yes, I can,” he said slowly. “No wonder our efforts in Avolar failed so easily. Your command over infernals is far more impressive than any infernalist I have heard of, or even read about. Kushan himself would be impressed.”

Then he raised his hand and snapped his fingers.

Several mages stepped forward and began casting spells. The demons tensed, but the succubus calmed them down.

The result of those spells was the creation of an ostentatious table and chairs. A pointless show of magic, and Rys didn’t even know if Maliah was showing off or if this was considered normal for mages these days.

He sat down opposite Maliah. Everybody else remained standing.

Then, to Rys’s surprise, a disembodied voice began to talk.

“Ah, is this working? It’s always hard to get the projection working down here,” an obviously artificial and high-pitched voice said.

“We can hear you, Varian,” Maliah said. He smirked at the look of shock on Rys’s face.

“Excellent. This would have been a wasted evening otherwise. Is our good friend there as well?” Varian asked.

“I don’t know. Are you, Rys?” Maliah laughed.

“You brought an invisible friend?” Rys joked, desperately reaching out with his magical senses.

Fara and the succubus looked around in a panic, but came up empty. Even Graem looked shocked, but his grizzled face swiftly settled into a scowl.

Clearly, Graem had some history with Varian.

“You can think of him that way. Varian is one of the founding members of the Malus League, although history has forgotten him,” Maliah explained. “For the purposes of this meeting, think of him as somebody speaking through a sending device.”

“Even though that’s impossible down here.”

“It’s happening, is it not? A mage must be careful declaring something impossible in the realm of magic.” Maliah’s eyes glowed.

Rys leaned backward, but nodded. He doubted that Varian was truly breaching the Labyrinth’s protections. Something was up, but he had more important things to worry about for now.

So long as Varian wasn’t physically here, he didn’t matter.

“What makes him qualified to sit in on the meeting? You’re the archwarlock, and I’m a king,” Rys said. “A founding member who has been erased from history doesn’t inspire confidence.”

“You don’t need to worry about me. My participation is primarily regarding a single matter of this meeting,” Varian said.

“That still doesn’t inspire confidence.”

Maliah kept his cool, although Rys saw his expression flicker with annoyance.

“Three great mages founded the Malus League, in order to repudiate the backward practices of Gauron’s mage towers. I was one, Varian another, and the third was Elias, Graem’s predecessor,” Maliah explained.

“An infernalist that I suspect you would have bonded with,” Varian added.

Rys doubted that.

“However, while I took over the reins of archwarlock and Elias led the Tower of Black Cognition, Varian’s path was that of research, like many mages,” Maliah said.

“Like all true mages,” Varian chided. “We merely find ourselves distracted by lesser matters from time to time, or with another purpose for a brief period until we can return to our research.”

Maliah rolled his eyes. Rys covered his mouth to stop himself from laughing at Varian.

“Enough philosophy. Let’s talk business.” Maliah smiled. “We’ve finally met, and that means we can make plans for the furtherance of the archipelago.”

The furtherance, huh? Maliah was a politician, through and through.

“I understand you’re still interested in working together, even though I think the League is a liability,” Rys said bluntly.

The mages behind Maliah glared at Rys, but he ignored them.

“The League is a tool, but what it stands for and accomplishes is what matters,” the archwarlock explained. “If you are able to claim victory and subsume us into your kingdom, while wiping the political slate clean, is that not a victory for all of us? The entire island would be ours, the towers of New Ahm could continue their research, and soon the archipelago would cower before our combined might.”

The man clenched his fist for effect.

“You’d give up the League?” Rys asked, incredulous.

“I’d give up the name and the need to run an entire country myself,” Maliah corrected. “You are a sorcerer, and one that no doubt understands political persecution as well as I do. A place that we can be free to research what we wish, resist external pressure, and pursue the path of true mages is all we desire.”

Somehow, this left out the part that had caused the Malus League to repeatedly go to war. Because while Maliah’s attacks on Tarmouth made sense, he had invaded Gorgria. And summoning a demon lord wasn’t the sort of thing someone does out of a desire to conduct research in peace.

“That’s it?” Rys asked. “I certainly wouldn’t say no to a peaceful annexation of the League, even if there was a sham war or some other deception for the rest of the archipelago.”

He waited for the other shoe to drop.

It didn’t take long.

“There is a catch. Two, really,” Varian said.

Maliah glared at the air next to him, but remained silent.

“The first is a rather simple desire of ours: whatever happens after we join you, Queen Faeris’s head will be mine,” Varian said.

“That’s non-negotiable?” Rys asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

Rys gave Maliah a look. The mage’s expression was thunderous.

“She killed Elias,” the archwarlock ground out. “I will see my friend avenged.”

“Torfunburg?” Rys asked.

“Yes.”

He didn’t push further. The League had been the aggressors in the attack on Gorgria, and the casualty had been one of the founders of the country.

That explained the desire to continue attacking Gorgria, if not the original reason to attack them.

No, Rys realized. It did. Maliah was vengeful. He was also idealistic and driven by emotion. Gorgria had thwarted his invasion of Tarmouth years earlier, and he had held a grudge. That grudge led to the death of his friend, but rather than realize his mistake, Maliah only found more people to blame.

They were intent on summoning a demon lord to triple down on their mistakes. Impressive, in a way. Malusian would be proud.

“What is the second catch?” Rys asked.

“The entire reason that I am here. You have proven yourself to be a highly capable infernalist. What do you know about infernal pacts?” Varian asked.

Rys sat there in stunned silence. They were seriously asking him this before agreeing to an alliance? Did they not understand what pacts were? Did they think he was some sort of idiot?

Or perhaps they were dumber than he had thought?

No, he refused to go down that path. Underestimating Maliah had gotten him into this mess to begin with. If they had a demon lord in Maliah’s tower, it’s possible they might not care if Rys joined them or not.

He had to assume this was a test. If Rys reacted negatively, they would know that he would oppose them and immediately leave.

As such, he did his best to mimic his honest reaction when he first heard about the pact from Mave.

He squared his shoulders, sat up straight, furrowed his brow, and leaned over Maliah.

“I know about pacts. The question is: do you? Because anyone who knows much about pacts wouldn’t talk about them so openly,” Rys said, his voice almost deathly quiet.

The chamber fell silent. The grand magisters from the League looked at each other in confusion, save for Graem. His face became grimmer, if such a thing were possible.

“Aha! Such a genuine reaction,” Varian exclaimed. “Perfect. Utterly perfect. It has been far too long since I’ve heard such a cautionary tone when talking about infernalism.”

“Yes. It takes me back,” Maliah said, leaning back with a small smile. “Elias always got pissy when we didn’t take infernalism seriously enough.”

“And? Are you just fishing, or do you actually want to know about pacts?” Rys asked. “Because I sincerely doubt you need or want the power of a pact if we work together.”

“No, we will,” Maliah said. “As much as I hate the bitch queen, she leads the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom. It’s the most powerful nation in the archipelago. With a pact, we could crush it beneath our heels and hear the bitch squeal before we feed her to the pigs.”

“Indeed. So that is the second catch—I desire everything you know about pacts,” Varian said.

Rys sure as hell wouldn’t agree to that, so he shrugged instead. “I think this is something that needs further discussion. Like I said, I don’t think you understand what a pact involves.”

“Well, why don’t you—” Varian began to say.

Maliah cut him off. “Perhaps we can discuss that detail later. For now, know that it is non-negotiable that we destroy Gorgria.”

“With a pact. One that might draw the attention of Gauron and Pharos,” Rys said.

“They’ve never cared about us before. Even when we invaded Tarmouth, they ignored us.” Maliah’s eyes flashed again. “And if they do come for us, then all the more reason to have the pact. Gauron’s towers drove us out, and if they believe that their power will last forever, then I will happily put them in their place.”

Rys remained silent.

On the one hand, Maliah’s deal was appealing. Rys could claim the rest of Kavolara without a fight and get access to an entire nation of mages. Sure, those mages might have some gaps in their morals, but Rys could iron the worst problems out.

That leap in power would enable Rys to swiftly explore the Labyrinth, regain much of his sealed power, and conquer the rest of the archipelago.

The cost?

At a minimum: scaring the continents into sending crusades to destroy him; alerting Hell to his revival; and almost certainly alienating many of the Kinadain he was slowly winning over despite his infernalism.

But the real problem was Maliah himself.

He was an idealist. Rys had initially described him as a politician, and that was true, but Maliah’s politics were driven by emotions and ideals.

Perhaps there was a true sob story behind Maliah. It sounded like there was, given how Graem had talked about things.

Vallis described mage towers like nobility, and they had immense power. Human mages were the most powerful collective on Harrium, and the strongest of them could fight demon princes and lords. They even ran Gauron’s banking system, apparently.

If someone pissed off the mage towers on Gauron, then their life was ruined. Rules set by such a wealthy and influential collective could surpass even governments, and their influence effectively ran unchecked.

Maliah might be right, and his reasons to start the Malus League correct. Even if he had gone off the rails at some point.

But the problem with this was the same as with Compagnon—Rys didn’t care about the sob story. He cared about his own objectives.

Maliah Jyarvic was an idealist mage who held grudges, hated the status quo of the most powerful collective of an entire continent, and was thought of as a supervillain by most people.

He was a liability.

“I brought some refreshments. If we agree on the principles, we can discuss the details over—” Maliah began to say.

Rys stood. The room fell silent, and Maliah’s muscles tensed.

“No, I’m afraid we don’t agree,” Rys said.

Then a dozen magical lances ripped through the rear ranks of the Malus League mages.


Chapter 42


Thirty of the RGK’s royal knights spilled into the room. All of them were draconic Kinadain, with spiral horns and scaly tails. They carried gleaming swords and deftly cast powerful spells as they charged at the League mages from the rear.

Ten robed figures collapsed from the opening volley, gaping holes opening in the torsos and heads.

The rest of the mages responded expertly. They spun and projected barriers, which caught the next volley of magical lances. But then the knights were on them, and more mages went down.

Standing behind the Gorgrian knights was a solitary gentleman in a suit—Leth. He tipped his hat to Rys, then disappeared as silently as he arrived.

“Please tell me that these sudden noises are due to Labyrinth monsters and not, say, an attempted assassination,” Varian said.

“It’s Gorgria,” Maliah drawled, staring at the attacking knights.

“Bother.”

Then Maliah’s eyes bulged as he spotted someone in the attacking force.

Standing amid the knights was an astoundingly beautiful figure.

Faeris herself strode through the Labyrinth, wearing a set of form-fitting plate armor and a cloak with elven runes woven into it. She carried a pair of battle-axes, and each was connected to a golden band on her wrist by a glowing thread.

“You disappoint me, Talarys,” Maliah said. He stood, eyes blazing.

“Ah, so it’s betrayal. How disappointing,” Varian said. “I suppose this means I’ll need to finish the pact the hard way.”

Then his voice fell completely silent. Rys presumed that the mage had stopped casting whatever spell he used to communicate with them.

Ordinarily, Rys would feign ignorance of the ambush. Nobody had noticed Leth. Presumably, the League mages had no clue how Gorgria had snuck up on them.

But while Faeris was strong, and her royal knights were cutting the mages to ribbons, the battle turned swiftly against her.

The grand magisters remained untouched and had the time to cast complicated spells. A wall formed of mirrors sprung up between the mages and knights, and redirected the Gorgrian attacks upon them. Flaming geysers sprang from the cracks between the stone. Skeletons swarmed in from the entrances, now that the illusion was shattered.

Graem and Mave hesitated, but moved in to defend their nation. They gave Rys a sideward glance.

“You can worry about Faeris later,” Rys said.

Before Maliah peeled away to focus on the object of his hatred, Rys lunged at him. In a single motion, he drew his axe, prepared an infernal blow, and swung at Maliah.

The archwarlock roared in defiance. He defended himself with his scepter, which cocooned him in a protective field of blood red energy.

The explosive force of the infernal blow shattered it like an egg. Maliah barely moved, maintaining his grip on his scepter and baring his teeth at Rys.

“is that all?” Maliah sneered.

Instantly, a ball of red energy gathered in his hand. It was far too similar to Graem’s spell to be a coincidence.

Rys didn’t waste time on it. His subordinates were already moving.

Maliah’s spell flickered as he launched it, then veered and exploded against the ceiling. Fara pointed at him with a look of intense concentration, her tails continuing to rapidly cast disruption arrays in anticipation of his next spell.

Grigor surged forward, axe swinging. Maliah blocked it with his scepter.

Impossibly, Grigor stopped dead upon impact. Maliah tensed, his muscles visibly bulging beneath his robe. He raised a hand and summoned a dozen magical lances.

Rys smothered him in hellfire. He heard Maliah scream in pain. A moment later, the archwarlock leaped free, wreathed in flames from head to toe.

One of the grand magisters noticed and attempted to disrupt Rys’s hellfire, but failed.

“What sorcery is this? It’s like it’s not magic!” the mage shouted, backing away.

In the nearby melee, Faeris began to push forward. Graem and Mave fought her half-heartedly. Both sides knew that the other was in on the assassination, but Faeris wasn’t aware of how badly Maliah wanted her dead.

Her axes flew forward in the blink of an eye and exploded on impact, unleashing some sort of spell. Sometimes the spell was a fireball, an explosion, raw magical power, or even a spray of acid. The axe itself struck hard enough to dent armor or sever limbs, as many mages found out.

Mave and Graem could deflect the axes and withstand the spells. When they counterattacked, Faeris revealed herself to be protected by powerful barriers. She was also a capable duelist and deflected most blows before they landed.

“Enough stalling,” she declared.

Both of her axes returned to her hands, recalled by the glowing threads attached to them. Then she slammed them into the ground and blew apart the Malus League defensive line with explosive spikes of earth.

The mages scattered, trying to keep skeletons between themselves and the knights while they cast new protective barriers. But half of them were already dead, and they actively sought to retreat now. Only the fact that there were five senior mages still fighting kept them in the chamber. More skeletons poured into the room, and Yoam continued summoning them from behind a wall of bones.

Maliah finally put out the hellfire, but only with an intense surge of blood red energy that seemed to ooze from his body. His eyes and mouth bled prismatic light as the man seemed to transform into a magical generator.

Stopping short of Maliah, Rys stared at him in shock. “Are you trying to blow yourself up?”

“I have gone beyond the limits of humanity. No mage can hope to match me, Talarys,” Maliah boomed.

Rys had to agree that Maliah wasn’t human anymore. Whatever had been done to him had twisted his body as much as Rys’s had been changed by Lacrissa’s fleshsculpting.

The two men traded spells again. Rys cast hellfire, and Maliah a series of magical lances.

Faeris continued to approach, and Maliah’s attention wavered.

“Enough of this. I prepared for some sort of betrayal,” the archwarlock said.

He snapped his fingers. A magical circle spawned into existence across most of the chamber—far too large for Maliah to cast, unless he expected Rys to read a book during the battle.

Then Rys looked at the circle and realized what it was.

A containment circle. For infernals.

More specifically, for a specific infernal by the name of Demon Lord Grishaw.

“Stop him!” Rys roared.

His mind raced. He didn’t have the time to cast Absolute Disruption. Not to mention that the only way to stop a summoning would be to disrupt infernal sorcery. A very bad idea given Rys relied upon it.

That left an infernal blow. He leaped across the chamber, axe glowing with power. Faeris’s axes flew toward Maliah, and so did Grigor’s.

Maliah glared at all of them in defiance. His body exploded with raw magical energy.

Faeris’s axes struck first, but practically bounced off. Her explosive spells failed to penetrate Maliah’s protective barrier.

Grigor’s axe slammed into Maliah, cutting almost a foot deep into his shoulder. The mage grunted, but barely even reacted to the massive weapon despite the blow.

Then Rys struck him. Like last time, the infernal blow did little more than shatter his protective barrier. Rys followed up with hellfire, but it was too late.

Maliah slammed his scepter into the ground. The ruby shattered. The magical circle glowed bright enough to nearly blind Rys.

His vision turned black as the telltale burst of shadow signaled a successful summoning.

“So you finally call me out,” Demon Lord Grishaw boomed, as he erupted into existence in the middle of the chamber. “I’m glad you took up my suggestion of a temporary summoning.”


Chapter 43


For a single long second, everyone stared at the towering behemoth in shock. He was as tall as Grigor, but with the birdlike appearance of weaker strains of noble demons. His armor was elven in origin and coated in their runes. Talons the size of a man’s head decorated his hands and feet.

Then the spell shattered, and most began to scatter. The Malus League mages began to flee, fearing that this was Rys’s work. The Gorgrian knights rushed to the side of their queen.

Faeris stared at the demon lord in shock.

“I thought the pact wasn’t ready!” Fara screamed at Rys, suddenly by his side.

“It’s not,” he said grimly, gripping his axe. “This is a temporary summoning, not a pact. Grishaw must have been bound inside that ruby somehow.”

Not that Rys knew for sure how it had been done. While a summoned infernal could be brought to the summoner’s side with a spell, the Labyrinth should have blocked it. Rys conducted his summonings in the Labyrinth antechamber for a reason.

Varian was almost certainly behind this, given he had also been capable of communicating from afar inside the Labyrinth.

“So if we defeat him here…”

“Grishaw will survive. But we can still banish him. A demon lord will take years to reform in Hell,” Rys said.

Fara stared at him. “Do they know that?”

“I doubt it. Grishaw likely doesn’t expect to die here.” Rys grinned.

The demon lord in question cackled and snapped his talons. He looked around the room in a leisurely manner, as if trying to determine who to kill first.

Then he spotted Rys and Grigor, who stood next to each other beside Maliah, who was on the verge of collapse.

“So it was you, Grigor. I had suspected as much from the earlier descriptions,” Grishaw said. He stroked his beak. “I’m surprised to see you here. Has this human fooled you by taking on the name of your old comrade?”

“He has not fooled me, Lord Grishaw. Rys will always be my general,” Grigor boomed.

Grishaw blinked, then looked down at Rys. “You? With such pitiful power?”

Ouch. That burned. Grishaw was one of Ariel’s demon lords, and was used to how powerful her royal devils were. He recognized power.

Right now, Rys paled in comparison to any royal devil in existence, save for the most specialized such as assassins.

And maybe the paper pushers. Although some of the knowledge devils were far more dangerous than they appeared to be in the upper echelons of Hell.

“Yeah, I don’t answer to random demon lords,” Rys said. “But let’s make a deal.”

“Why would I deal with you?”

“Because if you don’t, I know a few devils who can make sure you don’t survive a day when you return to Hell.” A bluff, given Rys was trying to avoid attention in Hell right now.

Grishaw’s eyes narrowed. He clacked his talons together again.

“What the hell are you waiting for, Grishaw? Kill him! And give me the bitch queen,” Maliah screamed. He rose to his feet.

Faeris had retreated behind a wall of knights. The only people still in the chamber were her, the knights, and the five top mages from the League.

“I don’t take threats idly,” Grishaw said.

“You’re a spymaster. Weigh things up. A verbal contract. If I defeat you here, then you won’t communicate anything about me to Hell. In exchange, I won’t have you killed for… let’s say a decade after you reform in Hell, unless you return to Harrium.” Rys smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Hmph. That’s it? Fine. I agree, but the entire contract only lasts for one decade after I reform.” Grishaw waved a taloned hand dismissively. “Only if you defeat me, naturally.”

“Agreed.” Rys felt the contract snap into place.

He had hoped to trick the demon lord into a lopsided deal, but this worked. The original terms meant that Grishaw could have never leaked word of him to Hell at all, no matter how much time passed. A decade would have to do.

Most likely, Grishaw would either be back, or Rys would be ready to deal with Hell by then.

“Grishaw!” Maliah said.

“Now then, I suppose I should deal with my previous customer.” Grishaw turned to face Faeris.

A moment later, he practically teleported across the chamber. A pair of hawk wings burst through his robe, launching him faster than Rys expected.

Several knights exploded into red mist and shards of metal. Faeris surged with magical energy and barely deflected his attack. But Grishaw didn’t retreat. He towered over the queen, ignoring the knights who poked and prodded at him from all sides with spells and swords.

“No!” Mave screamed.

He shot across the chamber, the runes on his greatsword glowing. Grishaw spun and caught the blow with one hand. The blade embedded into his carapace. A swift kick dented Mave’s armor, but he remained in place.

An orb of blue magic slammed into the demon lord a moment later, causing him to stumble backward.

“Graem, what are you doing?” Maliah shouted. “This is our chance to avenge Elias.”

“Elias is dead, Maliah. Mave isn’t. I won’t let another friend die for your foolishness,” Graem said. He prepared another spell.

Blasts of force and waves of hellfire rained down on Grishaw. He grunted, and still fought back. With a single movement, the demon lord brought himself over to Fara and the Ashen. He raised his talons, prepared to sweep them away.

Grigor’s body slammed Grishaw, and bowled him over. Both demons rolled, before Grishaw slammed his foot-long talons into Grigor.

A rolling thrum of power burst from Grigor as he activated his revival Gift. Grishaw scythed into the demon prince, desperately trying to tear him apart.

Rys took the chance to prepare a blast of hellfire far greater than anything he ever had before. A triple-layered magical circle appeared beneath his feet, and he began to focus energy directly from the Labyrinth.

“No. I have come too far to let you do this,” Maliah said. His body shimmered with that strange glow again.

“Enough, Maliah! You’ll kill yourself,” Graem said.

Rys wouldn’t mind that, to be honest.

Mave and Graem intercepted Maliah’s attempt to attack Rys, which freed up everyone else to focus on Grishaw. Grigor’s revival Gift made him immortal for a short while, but a demon lord was a demon lord.

Banishing Grishaw would take an immense amount of power. Rys was preparing that as they fought, but he needed at least another minute.

Maybe he should have held onto that forest fire he put out back when he saved Vallis. That energy might have been useful right now. The circle he used right now glowed with a similar density of magic, and his entire body strained under the pressure of maintaining the spell.

Grigor’s revival Gift peaked, and he pulled away. Grishaw nearly ripped him in half in the process, however. Gore covered half of the chamber, and Grigor leaned heavily on his axe.

Hellfire and blasts of force slowed Grishaw for a second. He tensed, preparing to charge forward and end Rys.

But he didn’t. Instead, the demon lord closed his eyes and relaxed. For several long seconds, he appeared to be lost. His beak clacked open and closed.

Rys’s succubus giggled. All eyes had been elsewhere, and she had slipped inside Grishaw’s head.

Then the moment passed. Grishaw broke free from the succubus’s hold and screeched in fury.

“I will end this! All of you!” he bellowed.

Rys didn’t bother with a quip of his own. He merely finished casting his spell.

One half of the chamber was swallowed in blood red hellfire, so strong and dense that the Labyrinth appeared to be melting away under the power. Staring at the prismatic light bleeding off the spell harmed Rys’s eyes. Everyone else shielded their faces.

When the spell ceased, nothing remained.

“Is he dead?” Fara asked.

“Impossible. I didn’t have anywhere near the power or preparation to kill a demon lord,” Rys said. “That wouldn’t have even killed Grigor or Fred. You need to use specialized methods to permanently kill powerful infernals.”

Which frustrated Rys, but that had been why he baited Grishaw into the deal at the beginning.

Fortunately, Grishaw had known who Rys was. According to Mave, the demon lord had recognized Rys from the moment he had heard Rys’s name. Grishaw had insulted Rys, but the fact he agreed to the contract was proof that he had known Rys was the real deal.

The real problem was preparing for Grishaw’s return years from now.

“Where’s Maliah?” Rys asked, scowling as he noticed that the archwarlock had fled.

Mave and Graem kneeled together on side of the room. Both were badly wounded, but no worse than when Rys had fought them at Lapisloch. Faeris hovered nearby, batting away her knights.

“He fled when you cast that spell. Pulled some jewels out of his pockets, popped off some fireworks, then ran like a coward,” one of the Ashen explained. “Guy has contingencies for contingencies.”

“I imagine that’s how he’s survived this long,” Rys said.

For now, he took the victory he had achieved.

The demon lord Grishaw had been banished and couldn’t be resummoned for years. Maliah had been embarrassed and nearly killed after using his trump card. The Black Sorcerers had openly turned on him—although Rys noticed that Yoam had fled at some point. An alliance between Rys’s and Faeris’s kingdoms had been forged, at least tentatively.

And Avolar was his. Nothing had gone wrong, strictly speaking.

“That face suggests that you’re looking for the silver lining,” Fara said.

“I’ve told Mina before that you can’t succeed at everything. This time, I merely succeeded at nearly everything,” Rys said.

“And I bet you’re seething inside.”

“Oh, absolutely. I’ll tear Maliah limb from limb and feed him to my dogs that I don’t have. Unless the wolfkin servants count, I guess.” He rolled his eyes. “I’ve won, Fara. More importantly, I’ve stopped their summoning for the near future. It’s time to go home.”


Chapter 44


“Are you sure I can have an atelier like this?” Mave asked Rys for the tenth time in the past week.

“It will be months before your mage tower is ready. If you don’t use the facilities in the palace, where will you conduct your research?” he told him.

Mave stared at him, then sighed. The armored mage ran a hand around his collar, which was a habit he apparently had.

The two of them stood in Mave’s new atelier, which looked more like a forge. Probably because it contained a forge. Mave was a blacksmith and a rune-crafter, so he would make good use of it.

“I didn’t expect you to let us stay in the palace,” he said.

“I’m recruiting you. As you’ve seen, there’s no shortage of space here.” Rys shrugged. “I’m more surprised that so many Black Sorcerers left the League.”

“Graem is our heart and soul. The entire inner circle agreed to leave—and we’ve been interested in leaving for years now. Maliah summoning a demon lord using a world-threatening pact was the last straw,” Mave said.

In the month since the encounter with Maliah and Grishaw, a few things had happened.

The Black Sorcerers held a vote and agreed to leave the Malus League. Rys offered them the opportunity to establish a tower in his territory, with no strings attached. Nearly two-thirds of the mages came.

Getting them into the Kingdom was the hard part. The League went into hard lockdown now that they had confirmation that Rys had succubi, but they still remained unaware of Leth and his Haunts. While Maliah attempted to stop the Black Sorcerers, and even arrest them, the Haunts greased some wheels and allowed the mages to escape through the Labyrinth.

And by greasing some wheels, Rys meant that the Haunts tricked some mages into arresting the wrong people. The resulting outrage and open warfare between mage towers created enough chaos in New Ahm that nobody noticed the Black Sorcerers stroll out the front gates. Especially as New Ahm didn’t even have gates.

Mave even brought some examples of the teleportation magitech that the League used. It was far too advanced to replicate in the Kingdom, but it explained a lot about what had happened recently.

Rys also marveled at the fact that human mages were mastering teleportation. Not even the Infernal Empire had established long-distance portals that anyone could use. The railriders had been fast and the backbone of the Empire’s economy and logistics, but a portal network would have changed everything.

Something for Rys to research in the future.

Finally, Mave, Graem, and a few other Black Sorcerers had moved into the palace. Most preferred to reside in their own purpose-built village nearby while they constructed their tower, but the presence of the inner circle in the palace was important.

It meant that the Black Sorcerers were establishing themselves as Rys’s trusted mages, or at least willing to do so. He didn’t know how interested they really were, long term. For now, they played along while he bribed them with excerpts of planar theory and bedtime stories about the Cataclysm.

“There’s something I want to show you,” Mave said.

Then he reached up and removed his helmet.

Her helmet, it turned out. The face beneath the armor was hauntingly beautiful, almost unnaturally so, with ice crystals for eyes and rusty blonde hair tied up in a bun. Rys suspected she could walk into a ball wearing a dress and receive marriage proposals from half the men there, including the ones who were already married.

“I’m assuming there’s both a reason you hide your face and gender, and why you’re revealing them to me,” he said.

She nodded. “My true name is Maeve, but please continue to call me Mave. It’s far easier to pretend to be a man—even a tiny one—than a woman. While magic does not discriminate between genders, the same cannot be said about the politics of mage towers. I’m showing you because I feel it’s a betrayal of your trust if I don’t.”

Cute. She had removed a single letter from her name for her false moniker.

Rys eyed her features closely. Now that she had removed her helmet, and didn’t have the obscuring runes that interfered with her magical presence, he could sense her better.

“You’re using your armor to hide your identity as well. Some of your runes actively suppress or scramble your magical presence, at least when you’re not casting spells,” he said.

She nodded, but her expression tightened.

“You won’t say why?” he asked.

“The reason is more complicated. I don’t believe it matters at present. If it does, then I will explain everything to you. For now, I will assist you as much as I can in my position in the Black Sorcerers,” she said.

“Are you a native of the region?” he asked.

“I was born in Gorgria,” she said.

That might explain the strangely familiar feeling to her magical presence. He had sensed this recently.

He really wished that he knew what was familiar about it. Because Faeris had the same magical presence, and he wanted to know if Maeve was connected to the queen, or if there was something in the blood of Gorgria.

“I’ll be blunt: do you have any connection to Queen Faeris? I already know that you used her spy network at some stage,” he asked.

Maeve stared at him with unblinking eyes. “It’s possible that a lot of people have connections to Faeris. She sleeps with men as readily as you sleep with women.”

“Are you insulting me, or making a pass? I can’t tell when you look at me like that,” Rys said.

“What do you think?”

“I just said what I think.”

Maeve frowned. “I thought that was a joke.”

“It was.”

Her frown deepened. “You’re not a very serious person, are you?”

“When there’s a need to be serious, I can be very serious,” he said. “I prefer to reserve it for when it’s absolutely necessary.”

That caused her to nod. “Yes, I can accept that. I don’t want to know what it feels like to be erased from existence by a hundred cubic feet of hellfire. In any case, I have powerful connections to Gorgria. Queen Faeris intervened to cut them off once she found out what I was doing in Avolar.”

Rys kept his expression neutral. “Do you know Princess Alaretta?”

“Given she never leaves the palace, nobody knows her.”

Odd. Rys had met her. In fact, given how readily Faeris had introduced her, Rys didn’t understand why Alaretta was considered so shy.

Or maybe that was because Faeris wanted to marry him. Not that he knew how serious she had been. Women didn’t usually offer both themselves and their daughter on their first meeting with a stranger.

“I see. I’ll be talking with Faeris shortly about future plans for dealing with the Malus League. Did you want to join us?” Rys asked.

Maeve stared at him, her icy eyes trying to dive into his mind. After a while, she shook her head.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Rys,” she said, before turning to face her forge and getting to work.

Perhaps that had been too on the nose.

He left, then headed to the war room. It had become his cabinet room lately, as he didn’t plan on war for some time.

The map table remained in place, but no figures stood on it. The Malus League was in lockdown, but Maliah took no aggressive actions. Without his pet demon lord, he couldn’t afford to pick a fight with other nations. And with his scheme to launder artifacts through Avolar defeated, the League was in economic turmoil.

Or at least, it should be.

Most of his cabinet assembled in the room. Mina, Fara, Grigor, Alsia, Vallis, Maria, and Tyrisa.

Although Tyrisa was less a member of cabinet and more a glorified secretary. Graem had a standing invitation, but unless the matter directly dealt with Maliah or mages, he preferred not to come. That suited Rys fine.

“Have we found out where the League is getting their money from yet?” he asked.

“Given we know they have teleportation, that’s easier said than done,” Mina said. “For all we know, they’re embedded in the Federation.”

“That sounds likely,” Alsia said. “There are many corrupt merchants and nobles who would not hesitate to work with them. If there was an easy way to surreptitiously work with the Malus League, they would use it.”

“Then we’ll assume that the League isn’t about to suffer economic collapse,” Rys said as he slipped into a chair.

A moment later, Mina sat in his lap. Her tails curled around him and she pressed her breasts against him.

Other than placing his hands on her plump thighs, he ignored her. She giggled at his touch.

“Are you certain that Grishaw will not reappear sooner than several years from now?” Alsia asked. She now had a slight tummy and rubbed it from time to time.

“A demon lord of his strength can take up to twenty years to reform in Hell,” Rys said. “I didn’t hit him anywhere near hard enough to put him away that long, but it will take some time. That means we can prepare. Plenty of time to destroy the Malus League before he returns.”

“Assuming we wish to,” Grigor said. “You deeply valued his secrecy. If he returned once you were stronger, could you not destroy him utterly and prevent him from telling Ariel?”

“Maybe. There’s also the risk of every other infernal he might bring with him tattling,” Rys said. “The larger problem is building an army large enough to defeat the League in only a few years. Maliah was far more powerful than I expected.”

“We would have slain him without Grishaw’s intervention,” Grigor declared.

“Maybe. But what trick will Maliah use next time? What if they attempt to pact with a different demon lord?” Rys said. “We stopped Grishaw, but what if they develop summoning circles for more demon lords?”

“How did they even learn about Grishaw?” Vallis asked. “Like, Margrim knew him, but I checked on a few demonology tomes from Tarmouth and found nothing on him. And how do you even summon somebody that powerful? Or learn about diablerie?”

“Elias,” Fara said. “Graem’s predecessor was a tremendously powerful infernalist. It sounded like Varian and Maliah were digging through Elias’s work and stumbled on Grishaw.”

“That’s my assumption, and Graem’s as well,” Rys said. “The risk is that Elias knows more, or that Varian finds Elias’s source.”

“Source?”

“A knowledge devil, presumably.” He shrugged. “From what I’ve read, a lot of magical advancement has come from knowledge devils. If a powerful mage summoned a capable knowledge devil and was good enough to not be tricked and feasted on by them, then they might learn enough to become genuinely dangerous.”

“Faeris will appreciate that,” Maria added. “She wants a deeper alliance to work against the League. In fact, she’s drumming up support for some form of archipelago-wide crusade against them.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Isn’t that ironic,” Vallis said with a smirk. “The great infernal general Talarys on the right side of a crusade.”

“There aren’t really right and wrong sides of a crusade,” he said. “I’ll deal with Faeris later, when I talk to her. But I don’t have a good reason to oppose her right now. I imagine the politics might take months to work out, if not years.”

“If it were that easy, the League would have been destroyed decades ago,” Maria agreed.

Mina bounced up and down in his lap. “My turn, my turn.”

“Somebody’s excited,” Vallis said.

“That’s Rys. I can feel him against my ass,” Mina said.

He rolled his eyes. “What’s the situation in Avolar, Alsia?”

His fox spymaster pouted at him, but patiently waited for her turn to come.

Alsia stepped up instead. “Duke Terraph is dutifully working with me to calm down the dains and establish new elders. Despite their earlier worries, the Circle of Brethren has once again agreed to prematurely promote new Sages upon request.”

“By dutifully working with you, you mean…” Vallis trailed off.

“Hyrie is keeping him pliant and loyal,” Mina said. “Alsia might as well be the duchess of Avolar, given it’s mostly Kinadain.”

“That’s a problem,” Rys said. “Maria, I want you to be involved with the area. I imagine there must be plenty of non-Kinadain who lack representation. They might be an easy population to exploit for support.”

Both Alsia and Maria nodded. Tyrisa scribbled something down and gave them both notes, which caused the duchesses to glare at the knowledge devil. She glared back.

Vallis lounged in her chair, although her eyes focused on the fox doing the same in Rys’s lap.

“So, is this the part where you settle down, raise a family, and think about your future?” she joked.

“No, this is the part where I settle down, raise an army, and think about conquering the archipelago,” he said drily. “We’ve bought time to build up our strength. The other nations in the archipelago have decades of development on us, and sometimes investment from the continents.”

“Yeah, but we have the backing of a fossilized sorcerer warlord.”

“Thank you, Vallis.”

She winked at him.

“He’s a very big fossil,” Maria said.

Vallis looked pointedly at Grigor, who was in his human form but still towered over everyone in the room.

“I didn’t mean in that way.” Maria smiled lewdly and placed a hand under her bust.

For a moment, Vallis appeared about to say something very inappropriate. Then her face reddened and she thought better of it.

Mina caught onto it. “The succubi would eat you alive, Vallis.”

“How do you handle them? The Lilim are nice enough, but every time I’ve spoken to Hyrie she’s incorrigible,” Vallis said.

“That’s because she is incorrigible. Rys, why haven’t you put her into her place? The succubi whine endlessly about the fact you’re not fucking them.” Mina paused. “I mean, I’m not complaining that you’re ignoring them given…” She coughed.

Fara rolled her eyes. “We know you’re not sleeping with him, Mina. You’re not on the schedule yet.”

“You have a schedule for screwing Rys?” Vallis asked, incredulous.

“There are three of us. It’s difficult to organize things without one, especially now that Rys is far busier.”

Tyrisa’s jaw dropped. “I am so proud of you!”

“Yes, because we did it for you,” Maria muttered while Alsia glared at Tyrisa. The devil stuck her tongue out.

Vallis turned to Rys. “You let them organize sex with you?”

Rys rolled his eyes before picking Mina up. She squeaked and complained as he set her on the floor.

Then he walked over to Alsia and Maria and wrapped his arms around them. They happily allowed him to slip his fingers beneath their dresses. Their lips pressed against his neck.

The other women in the room stared at him, save for Fara who merely huffed and lowered her tails. Grigor pointedly ignored the display, drinking his dark ale and reading the meeting notes that Tyrisa has distributed earlier.

“I’m still the king, Vallis,” Rys said. “There’s a difference between allowing others to choose the nights they sleep with me, and preventing me from having sex with them at any time.”

He pulled his slick fingers free from his duchesses, then returned to his seat. This time, Vallis stood and tried to claim his lap. Mina still beat her to it.

“You’re like children,” Fara said. “Shoo.”

Fara shoved her niece off Rys’s lap, then sat down herself.

“Enough fighting,” he said, as the tails of the foxes began to cast arrays. “I’ve gotten sick of mediating the slap fights between Mina and Sarae.”

“They’re not slap fights,” Mina said. “I’m cementing my place as the superior sister.”

“For once, I agree with her,” Fara said. “It’s an important process.”

“My point is to return to the meeting,” Rys said flatly. “As I said earlier, we have time to prepare now. Gather more investment, train a proper army, find more seals to regain my true power, summon more infernals, and construct our own intelligence network. We found ourselves within a web of politics as we established ourselves.”

He looked pointedly between each of his cabinet members, and they met his gaze, one by one.

“Next time, I plan to seize the initiative. I will be the dominant power in the archipelago. The Kingdom of Kavolara will control the island, and eventually become the Tolaran Empire,” Rys declared. “Work toward that. Dismissed.”

His cabinet shuffled out with minimal infighting, although Maria reminded him of his talk with Faeris later in the day.

“I know,” he told her. “She’ll bitch at me about the castle in her territory and openly ask me to have sex with her.”

However, Mina and Fara didn’t leave. Rys gestured for them to walk with him to his atelier.

As they strode through the corridors of the palace, he cast an aural barrier around them. Mina did the same, just in case.

Countless servants busied themselves everywhere in the palace. Their numbers had nearly tripled recently, as Alsia had felt it important to hire representatives from Avolar—after careful vetting. The veteran servants from months ago oversaw the newbies.

Tsarri was one of the new hires, although she had a strange habit of being anywhere Rys was. As he and the foxes left the war room, she stood in a corner cleaning a bronze statue.

By the time they entered the outer courtyard, she was cleaning the outer rim of one of the fountains along the wall. Mina giggled at the wolfkin maid, especially as Tsarri was breathing heavily.

“I think she likes you,” Mina said.

“I found her rolling around on your bed the other day, breathing in your pillow,” Fara said, staring into the distance. “I saw her soul leave her body when I entered the room.”

“Ah, one of those sorts.” Rys stroked his chin. “She’s harmless.”

“That’s your response?” Fara asked.

“If she was a succubus, I’d do something about it. You’d be surprised at how many times I’ve woken up in the middle of the night, my hands tied, and a dozen succubi ready to take turns,” he said.

“Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised,” she replied.

“Neither. I’ve been listening to the stories the succubi and Lilim tell. Did you actually do that five hundred succubi orgy?” Mina’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates.

“I neither confirm nor deny my presence that night,” Rys said.

Damn, it had been far too long since anybody had asked him about that particular birthday party. He had hit the big 100 at the time. Time sure flew.

“So, I assume this is about Aochi?” he asked them, changing the subject.

“Kind of.” Fara frowned. “The Garrote Clan finally contacted the village—they used a message canister, which means this is serious. They’re sending a representative to confirm and investigate what happened, and to explain the situation with Mina. Her name is Marin.”

“Do you know her?” he asked.

“She’s kind of infamous,” Mina said with a bitter smile. “Mostly because she’s a five-tailed fox who hasn’t worked an honest day in her life. She’s middle management in the command branch, but that is usually reserved for six-tailed foxes who have proved themselves.”

“So she’s a schmoozer.”

“She’s a slut,” Fara said. “She’d fit in well with the succubi.”

Ah. No wonder Marin was infamous. Someone who slept her way into a position of power was never well-regarded.

“Do you know anything about her otherwise?” he asked. “Her stance, whether she’s likely to be working with the Gold Clan?”

“She’s ambitious, and Nia has heard that Marin is currently associated with the enforcer branch,” Fara said. “With that said, I can’t see this as being good for her.”

“Why not?”

“Because nobody of value gets sent out to this shithole. Marin has pissed somebody powerful off in the clan and she’s being punished.” Fara smirked. “Couldn’t have happened to a better person.”

Given Marin had five tails, that meant she might be close to Fara in age. Fara was due to get her fifth tail very soon, after all. Perhaps Fara’s animosity was personal. Something for Rys to chew on.

“Change of topic: have you had any luck contacting Imira through Sarae?” Rys asked Mina.

“No. I’m not convinced that Sarae has even met Imira herself. Which makes sense. Imira is one of the most powerful people on Pharos, and Sarae is one of many agents.” Mina shrugged. “We might need to visit Pharos in person, or find another avenue.”

“Maybe. Or maybe we should keep an eye out. Something about the archipelago has drawn the interest of both the Gold Clan and Imira,” he said. “Keep an eye on your sister.”

“Oh, I will.”

The three of them stopped outside Rys’s atelier. He sensed others in there.

“I have company, so I’ll leave you here,” he said. “I’ll see you tonight, Fara.”

He leaned over, grabbed her by the hips, and drew her into a kiss. Her tails and arms wrapped around him, and it was a full minute before they came up for air. Another set of tails tickled his neck during the process.

Mina’s hot breath washed over his ear, and he felt her hands on his ass.

“Mina, not now,” Fara mumbled.

“You can’t just do this in front of me,” Mina whined.

“I can and will.” Fara pressed her lips against Rys again.

Afterward, he shooed the foxes away. Mina walked backward, staring at him with a red face that screamed her desire.

He held up his end of the deal, and hadn’t taken her yet. But she couldn’t make up her damn mind. His wolfkin maid wasn’t the only woman who rolled around in his bed smelling his pillows when he wasn’t there.

Stepping into his atelier, Rys was surprised to find both Graem and Orthrus together. While Graem visited this room often due to the collection of esoteric books and research that Rys gathered, Orthrus rarely left the sub-levels.

“What’s brought you two together?” Rys asked, closing the door.

“I am always fascinated by the progress of magic,” Orthrus said.

“And I am curious about what your adviser knows about the Labyrinth,” Graem said.

Ah, yes. “Adviser.” That was one way to describe Orthrus.

Rys took a seat and faced the pair.

“If you’re here, I actually had a question to ask,” Rys said. “What is your relation to Varian?”

“Ah. I had expected this to come up earlier.” The old man stroked his bushy white beard. “He’s my uncle.”

Rys blinked. “Your uncle?”

Given Graem looked like he had seen empires rise and fall, how old was Varian?

“Yes. He’s my father’s older brother, which is impressive given my father was a century old when he had me, and I’m just as old.” Graem gave Rys a craggy grin. “Do I look it?”

“Given Maliah is potentially older and looks twenty-five, that doesn’t mean much. Your body is damaged due to the enchantment process,” Rys said. “So Varian is at least 200 years old. Humans don’t live that long.”

“Correct. He’s not human.” Graem paused. “Allow me to tell you a story.”

“Make it brief. I’m not a fan of sob stories.”

“Good. If you were, you might have sided with Maliah,” the old man said. “I’m Graem Harpersmith, and my uncle is Varian Harpersmith. We belong to a noble and prestigious family of mages from Shropham. You know it?”

“I know of it. But you know that I’m a little long in the tooth. What’s the modern status of Shropham?” Rys asked.

“If Ahm is the magic capital of Gauron, Shropham is its shady brother dealing dodgy magical artifacts in back alleys,” Graem said. “Varian was a black mark on my family’s history. He and four friends researched deeply forbidden magic and angered almost everyone on the continent. The mage towers, the Inquisition, kings, merchant empires, Malataine’s paladins, and even one of Azrael’s agents got involved.”

Agents? Rys had thought that the angels had vanished, so that must have been something else.

“In any case, my family had a black mark. When I was undertaking a research project as a magister, I found some of Varian’s notes in the family library. I used them to overshadow everyone else in my annual demonstration of my research, in the hopes of becoming an archmagister and getting my own tower,” Graem explained. “It was a trap.”

Rys raised an eyebrow. Orthrus hovered closer, his interest now piqued.

“My grand magister had planted the notes. Other mages believed that if I used anything that belonged to my uncle without telling others, then I would eventually go down the same path. They arrested me and attempted to execute me.” Graem’s face twisted in disgust. “I escaped, as you can imagine.”

“Such folly,” Orthrus said. “I had hoped for better from the human researchers of today. A true pity.”

He sounded genuinely disappointed at this twist in Graem’s story. Perhaps Orthrus was capable of feeling emotion.

“I’ll spare you the details of my escape, but I eventually found one of Elias’s contacts. Elias was one of Varian’s four friends who caused the controversy. He helped me escape here. I’d say the rest is history, but…” Graem ran a hand over his craggy face. “I met Maliah, who had already founded the Malus League.”

“What’s his story?”

“Much simpler. Maliah has a history with the wunderkind, Taren Hand,” the old man explained.

Hand. Rys remembered the name.

“The Grand Magister of the Tower of Stars. He banished the demon prince Belrauth not that long ago,” he said. “Isn’t he the greatest mage alive right now?”

“Yes,” Graem said. “And he and Maliah apprenticed together.”

Rys stared at Graem. “Don’t tell me this all starts due to an inferiority complex?”

“It’s more complicated, but yes. Gauron… is deeply corrupt. Maliah comes from one of the poorest regions of Gauron, Staropol, which is run by the Inquisition. Hand is the heir to an ancient family of mages that dates back to the Golden Age.” Graem smiled. “Maliah once told me the story of when Hand summoned his familiar, the legendary earth elemental Gnome.”

That sounded interesting, and Rys made a note to investigate this legendary elemental he knew nothing about.

“We’re getting sidetracked. So, Maliah has problems with the structure of the tower?” Rys asked.

“More or less. In order to catch up with his wealthier peers, he began to research forbidden magic. Ahm has zero tolerance for it and he was exiled from the towers. He caused some trouble, but left for the archipelago shortly after. Here, he found Elias and Varian.”

“But not the other three friends?” Rys asked.

“No… Neither Varian nor Elias told me what happened to any of them. I only know of them because of their history on Gauron. I assume they died.” Graem shrugged. “In any case, I found Maliah when I arrived. His silver tongue worked well on me. I was furious at my treatment by the mage towers, and he easily convinced me to study with him, and to become his… experiment.”

Rys had been right to assume that Maliah and Graem were connected. Their magic was too similar, and both had been subjects of human enchantment.

He hadn’t expected that Maliah had done the enchantment to both men, however.

“He did this to you, and you still stayed in the League?” Rys asked.

“I did ask him to.” Graem laughed bitterly. “Afterward, I was introduced to my uncle. You see, Varian is the same as Maliah and me. Maliah pursued human enchantment in order to become immortal, just like Varian. Because my uncle has a body with magical power so far beyond ours that he makes us look like humans, and normal humans like ants.”

“If he’s so powerful, why didn’t he show himself?” Rys asked. “He could have won the battle himself, from the sounds of it.”

“I don’t know. I’ve never met him outside of a mage tower, although he moves from place to place. I imagine he loves building new ones, given the League often reclaims the ones he leaves behind. Both Hellfel Tower and Harpers Point are his creations,” Graem explained. “The last I heard of him was when Elias died, when he swore vengeance on Queen Faeris, but he went dark afterward.”

“And you assumed that meant he vanished, despite swearing vengeance?” Rys asked.

“Your tone suggests that you think I’m a little senile.”

“Given he’s spent years working on a way to summon a demon lord to fulfill his vengeance plot, I think I’m allowed to.”

Graem rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “True. Perhaps I just wanted him to go away. In any case, that’s who he is. An itinerant mage of immense knowledge, history, and power who mastered human enchantment. Like with Taren Hand, Maliah is chasing after him. The difference is that Maliah can sympathize with Varian.”

That explained why Maliah was so interested in Rys. As far as the archwarlock was concerned, Rys was another mage who had been chased away from Gauron. Maliah had a flock, and it was all mages who had been exiled by Gauron’s mages.

“It would seem you have a true foe then,” Orthrus suddenly said, turning on Rys. “You’ve been distracted recently. Perhaps it might be time to focus on the seals once more to regain your power?”

“I’ve never stopped thinking about them, Orthrus,” Rys said. “We’ll need to head to other islands, won’t we?”

“Indeed. We must go east. To Dalyros, Kinaria, and beyond,” Orthrus said.

In order to regain his power, Rys needed to continue his conquests.

Fortunately, he planned to do that anyway. Time was on his side, as it always had been.


Chapter 45
VARIAN



Asolitary tower stood in a swamp on the island of Kavolara. It was dozens of stories tall and looked to be crafted from a single piece of stone, so smooth were its edges. It had a single door and outside it were gaping pits in the ground.

Nothing moved in its vicinity. To a passing observer, the tower would appear abandoned. Not that anybody came here.

On one of the upper levels, a man worked away at a magitech console that spanned half the width of an entire story. The console was filled with various crystals, wires, pieces of various metals, and at least a hundred different runes.

Above it hung a glowing crystalline monstrosity the size of a small house. Thousands of jagged edges ringed it, and it had no describable shape. Ostensibly, it was blue. In truth, it seemed to suck up all light around it and allow none out.

The room itself glowed with the same blue light—the ceiling, the walls, and even the floor had glowing lines of light inscribed into them.

On either end of the room were two staircases, one down and one up. The floor consisted of a single chamber, with no doors. The crystal was so large that it allowed nothing else to exist on the same story.

Curiously, nine pedestals lined the walls of the room. On each one was an exact replica of the armor that the man wore.

The man himself continued to work away at the magitech console in silence. His armor covered him from head to toe in overlapping black steel plates. A white ceramic mask covered his face, and he wore a thick black coat and hood. His gloves, coat, and hood glowed with simple human runes that had been woven into them.

Not a single square inch of skin could be seen, as it was all covered. His mask had two holes for his eyes, but all that escaped through them was a blue glow.

“That should stabilize the field long enough,” Varian said, his voice cold and artificial. It was projected a good foot in front of his face as well, rather than being spoken by his body.

He stood up and walked downstairs.

Carefully, he drew up an infernal summoning circle. It consisted of multiple concentric circles, countless infernal runes, and had other magical circles protecting it. For good measure, Varian drew a protective circle around himself with a snap of his gloved fingers.

Then he activated the summoning circle.

The room flashed with red light and shadow obscured his vision.

Two knowledge devils appeared. At first glance, they looked like ordinary Calosceme knowledge devils. Lavender hair, slim frames, and youthful bodies.

But they held an ethereal beauty that outstripped any other knowledge devil that Varian had ever seen. And he had seen many, many knowledge devils. His friend, Elias, had summoned well over a hundred back in the day.

Varian nearly fell back into reminiscence at the thought of his old friend. He snapped out of it.

Only a fool would forget to pay attention to this pair of knowledge devils. Their frilly dresses belied their power. During the Golden Age, a mage had summoned them without the appropriate protections and destroyed his entire tower.

After all, this pair were the Darus Twins. Although they weren’t well known to most mages, Elias was an infernalist without peer. He had learned that Darus was considered the greatest of all knowledge devils.

“Oh, it’s you,” Darus spat, speaking as one mind with two bodies. “I thought I told you not to summon me again? Where is the rest of your little coterie, anyway?”

“Believe me, I wouldn’t summon you if I had a choice. Not after you badly misled us, and especially Elias,” Varian said, but there was no emotion in his voice.

Darus giggled and linked their hands together. But they still glared at him.

“As for my ‘coterie,’ I’m afraid that it is only me,” Varian continued.

“Oh? A pity. Even that little girl who thought she could control time is gone?” Darus asked.

“Especially her.”

The devils looked around, suddenly confused. “This isn’t Gauron. You’ve changed things up quite a lot since we last met. No friends, lots of magical power, a really crappy summoning ritual, and not even summoning me on the same continent.”

“It has been over a century, after all,” he said.

“True. I forget how quickly time passes for you measly mortals. Where is this, anyway?”

Knowledge was power for devils, but he needed to keep Darus happy. She was a moody devil, and would refuse to work with him if he annoyed her.

“The Tolaran Archipelago. The perfect residence for someone who does not wish to be found,” Varian answered.

Darus’s four eyes glazed over. He imagined that she was consulting her knowledge Gift.

Elias had explained to him once that infernals relied on Gifts that granted them power, and knowledge devils had specialized Gifts they used for information. They had once granted them to humans, elves, and other races in the past. Supposedly, they still handed them out to other infernals.

Perhaps she knew something about the archipelago that he didn’t, and that other knowledge devils hadn’t told him about in the past. He waited patiently for her to return to her senses.

Suddenly, Darus seized up. Her eyes widened in shock and her breathing quickened. Had she found something in her knowledge Gift?

Both of her bodies pressed against each other, and they rubbed their cheeks together. Their breathing continued to increase in speed. Soon, Darus was hyperventilating.

Varian watched in wonder, but said nothing. He was quite certain that infernals didn’t need to breathe, after all.

“He’s back,” Darus gasped out from both mouths.

Who?

Then she remembered where she was. She schooled her expression and separated.

Her fingers continued to be linked, and they drummed against each of their hands.

“What did you want to ask me? I’m assuming you summoned me here for knowledge?” Darus asked, all playfulness gone and suddenly skipping to business. “I’ll name my price commensurate to your request.”

That suited him just fine. If he didn’t need to keep her happy, his life was far easier.

“It’s a simple request,” he said.

“Name it. I will judge it.”

So businesslike all of a sudden.

“I want to know everything about infernal pacts,” he said. “How to create them, maintain them, efficient means to summon powerful infernals. I’m sure you can imagine the breadth of my request.”

“Done,” Darus said, without even negotiating or wordsmithing anything.

Varian might have blinked, but his eyes merely continued to glow as he stared at the devils. This was deeply unusual.

“Now the price,” Darus said, and a grin crossed the faces of both her bodies. “You will tell me everything you know about a man named Talarys. He might be on the archipelago, or perhaps he already left. If you don’t know anything, you will find out everything you can.”

The knowledge devils began to giggle.

After 1500 years of waiting, their darling had finally returned.
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