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Foreword

 




The Monsters and Heroines series takes place in the same world as the Chained Devil series, although you do not need to read that series to understand this one. The recommended reading order is to read this after Chained Devil 4. The events only indirectly affect the Chained Devil series and vice versa. For those of you who like timelines, this story starts around Chained Devil 4's middle. 


Chapter 1: The Negotiator 

“I want to start by thanking you both for coming here today. I know there’s a lot of tension between you 2 lately, and I’m glad to see you're both willing to put the effort in to fix things,” Lady Darkclaw said. She sat at the head of a long oak table that was older than she was. On either side were the leaders of the 2 main factions within Ghastabre.

On the left were the native orcs, led by Sharmane Stonefist. Sharmane was a bear of a woman. Her green skin rippled with muscles, yet she moved with grace. She was a natural warrior. Every action was measured and deliberate. Lady Darkclaw could sense that while she was a ki user, she also had a magic aura. Many believed that orcs made poor mages, but the orcs of Ghastabre bucked this trend; their battlemages were famous around the world for utilising ki techniques and magic in tandem. Sharmane had worn her shaman’s robes, the hides connected to a metallic breastplate and war skirt. Even though they were negotiating, she had elected to wear war paint, giving her a threatening, barbarous appearance. 

Sharmane’s teeth were bared as she glared across the table at her opposite number: Mayor Donegal. Donegal was her opposite in many ways. Donegal was a dark elf, elected by the people of Ghastabre, or rather by the dark elf majority. Dark elves outnumbered orcs 2 to 1 in Ghastabre, so by aligning their votes they ensured there would never be an orcish mayor. Donegal was their choice. She was, in a word, boring. She was neither tall nor short, thin nor fat. Even her clothes were unremarkable: a grey suit with a skirt that reached her ankles. She was the type of woman one would walk past every day without ever taking notice of them as they seemed so wholly irrelevant. 

“As the lady of Icereach, I intend to take a much more hands-on approach to the management of this region moving forward. Mayor Donegal has requested that I intervene in this situation. She claims that your brethren are refusing to obey the laws of this town, Sharmane,” Lady Darkclaw said, looking at the irate orc. “I would like to hear your side of the story.” 

“My side is simple: we’re not your subjects.” Sharmane crossed her hands in a brazen challenge to Darkclaw’s authority. “Our ancestors ceded this land to the house of Icenoir, on the condition that we would only ever serve that family. Well, that family is dead now; there aren’t any Icenoirs left. That means our oath has been fulfilled, and this is once again an independent nation.” 

“I admire your audacity,” Lady Darkclaw said, leaning over the table. “But you can’t possibly think I’ll accept that.” 

“Word is that Lady Darkclaw has honour and obeys all her treaties,” Sharmane said. She was not without guile; she came to this negotiation with a plan. 

“That is true. However, the ancestors you refer to are not your ancestors,” Lady Darkclaw said, having prepared for the negotiation as well. “The treaty was with the Spirit-Whisperer clan. As per the wording of the treaty, the rulership of their land returns to their descendants. With no descendants available, the lordship is therefore moot.”

Sharmane snarled, but there was little she could do. Ghastabre was nestled between 2 mountains in the Suter Mountain range. While it was once orcish territory, nowadays it was within the territory of Necrum, controlled by Lady Darkclaw. It was her most westerly territory, but significant as it was one of few borders she shared with Nexus and was at the source of the Rainfall River that provided potential trade to Twilsis and the Elven states to the north. Regrettably, its reputation meant that it did not live up to its potential as a trading hub. Sharmane’s shamans may not want to be ruled, but the fact was they would only gain independence with the consent of Necrum, and no ruler of Necrum had ever let sovereign land go uncontested. The Ghastlite numbered in the 100s and were not all warriors. Darkclaw knew they would be unable to even fend off Donegal’s forces, let alone Lady Darkclaw’s. 

“Well, now that we’ve closed the proverbial book on this, we can move forward. As the rightfully elected mayor of this city, it is my most solemn duty to ensure that the laws of this great land are being obeyed,” Donegal said. This was Lady Darkclaw’s first meeting with the mayor; she disliked her. “As such, I am formally requesting the aid of Lady Darkclaw and the Black Knights to purge the ghosts that are terrorising this city.” 

“That’s outrageous!” Sharmane slammed her fists on the table, standing up so fast her chair fell over. “Those are the spirits of our ancestors. They stay here to guide us and help us grow; to purge them would be tantamount to treason!” 

“Treason? You think we owe the dead loyalty. It’s one thing to honour their memories, it’s another thing entirely to honour them while they float around scaring cats and possessing people.” 

“You of all people know that they don’t possess people,” Sharmane growled. “Only the Spirit-Whisperers could communicate with the ancestor spirits.” 

“If they can’t even talk to us, what’s the point of having them around?” Donegal turned to Lady Darkclaw with a well-practiced politician's smile. 

“They serve no practical purpose, but they scare away traders. This city should be a major trading hub, but traders are too scared to come anywhere near it. Is appeasing a bunch of dead people worth ruining the economy?” 

Lady Darkclaw was inclined to agree. The city could be earning much more. “It’s a moot issue,” Darkclaw said. “The spirits stay primarily in the mountains. Traders have no reason to climb up there.” 

“Your sources are out of date, Your Ladyship,” Donegal said. “The spirits have moved down from the mountain.” 

“I do not understand. Why would they do that? I thought they were bound to the mountain as it’s their homeland.” 

“In that way, the spirits are much like everyone else. They cannot live somewhere that is infested with monsters, so they left,” Sharmane said. Darkclaw chewed on her lip, staring at the shaman, who stared back at her cooly. “They are not an issue. They do not harm the living.” 

“We’re getting off topic. The key issue here is that Mayor Donegal is your elected official. You may not like the result, but the minority cannot overrule the majority,” Darkclaw said, meeting Sharmane’s gaze. “And I stand by the old treaties; this land is still under my purview.”

“If that’s all you have to say, this meeting is pointless,” Sharmane said. 

Darkclaw closed her eyes for a moment. She said, “Let’s not get carried away. We’ve only just begun; we should continue searching for ways we can all be satisfied.”


Chapter 2: Gambling 

Remus returned home, carrying half a dozen bags full of groceries. Remus felt like he was finally getting used to living in Celestall City. He could get around without having to consult the 3D maps—which he still didn’t understand. No one tried to pickpocket him anymore; his reputation meant that the thieves knew it was a bad idea. He entered the inn's main hall, knowing where Iris would be. Tucked away in a dark corner, he found his girlfriend holding a set of cards alongside half a dozen other players. She had discovered a group of patrons who played Mage’s Gambit every night and had since inserted herself into their group. “Are you winning, honey?” he asked. He put the bags down and grabbed a chair, joining her at the table. He didn’t take any cards. The one time he had played, he’d lost badly. After that, he decided he didn’t like gambling. Why would he enjoy losing money? 

Iris flicked a coin into her own hand, looking at it as if it would reveal the answer to his question. “Reveal.” She put her cards down on the table. “4 mages.” A round of groans followed as the other players threw their cards away. “Why yes, darling, I am winning.” Iris reached for the pile of coins and bars in the middle. There was an intimidating amount of money, enough to pay for a year's rent. Maybe more. 

“Not so fast, missy,” her opponent said. He was a moustachioed dark elf named Angelus. He put his cards down, revealing he also had 4 mages. “Tie game, that means we go another round.” 

Iris clicked her tongue. “Alright.” The cards were reshuffled, each of them drawing a pair. Remus glanced at Iris’ hand; she had 2 mages, the best possible opening hand. 

“You did the reveal, so I go first.” Angelus said, fiddling with his moustache. He drew a fresh card, glanced at it, then added it to his hand. “Your turn.” 

“Reveal.” 

“Already?” another player asked. It was the right call. Iris showed her mages with a smug grin that fell to a look of horror when Angelus showed her that he had 3 mages. 

“That’s bullshit. How do you have 3 mages?” Iris demanded. 

“I’m lucky." Angelus shrugged, spreading his arms to pull the pile in. 

“Fuck off. No one’s that lucky. You cheated.” Angelus froze, his expression turning serious. 

“That’s an awfully serious accusation, little lady.” He sat back in his seat, licking his lips. “Here in the big city, an accusation like that is usually accompanied by a little something we call proof. So, have you got any?” 

Everyone looked at Iris expectantly. “... no. But come on, what are the odds?” 

Angelus smirked at her. He said, “It’s unlikely. But that’s the thing about gambling: sometimes unlikely things happen.” He tipped his hat. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to head off with my winnings. See ya’ll tomorrow.” 

Iris' eyes turned black, looking like someone had poured ink into them. Remus put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s just money, Iris.” 

Iris closed her eyes, shaking her head. “You're right.” She opened her eyes; the darkness faded away. 

Angelus licked his lower lip. “If you want to try your luck, I’m always happy to go for another game.” 

“I have a prior engagement. You guys continue without me.” Iris stood up and grabbed her empty coin purse, walking away from the table. Remus picked up his bags, then followed behind her mutely. They climbed the stairs, heading towards their room. Iris had made a deal with the innkeeper to keep their room indefinitely. Remus was shocked when he saw the price; things were much more expensive in the big city! But Iris insisted it was not an issue, so Remus didn’t question it. He knew her father was wealthy. They hadn’t intended to stay very long, but Bridget was still training Azula. Iris enjoyed being in the city too. “It happened again, didn’t it?” 

“Yes.” It had been happening ever since her fight with Irene. When Iris got angry, her eyes would fill with darkness. “Did you feel…”

“No. It was the same as ever. I felt pissed, but I didn’t feel my control slipping.” Iris pinched her nose. “Thanks for reigning me in.” 

“You didn’t need my help.” 

“Sometimes I wonder,” Iris said. 

“You’ve controlled it this long. Nothing's changed, you're the same person you’ve always been,” Remus said. Iris looked at the ground. 

“Perhaps it’s because I’ve trained to use the Stygian. Maybe by drawing on its power, I’ve made myself more susceptible to its influence…” 

“Lorcan used to tell me, the key to controlling my wolf-form is to use it as often as possible. The more you use it, especially in small ways, the better your control will be.”

She fished out her key, opening the door to their accommodation. “Perhaps this is a good thing. My powers are responding more readily to my needs,” Iris said. She obviously didn’t believe what she was saying. 

“Maybe.” Iris took a bag, heading to the small kitchenette and unpacking it. Remus put the other bags down, joining her in the task. “How much money did you lose?” 

“I’ll make it back tomorrow,” Iris said. “You shouldn’t worry about trifles like that, darling.” Remus shrugged. It was her money. He had no right to tell her how she spent it. “I’ll head over to the bank later and get some more.”


Chapter 3: The Unseen

Azula sat across from Bridget in her garden. Bridget had her eyes closed, a circle of flame spinning around her languidly. It split, then split again, becoming 3 concentric rings that moved irregularly, never making contact. “How many rings can you feel, apprentice?” 

“3?” Bridget’s lips creased, the subtlest sign of a frown. “No, 6… 3 are cold fires, but they’re invisible.” 

“Better.” Bridget opened her eyes. “But still wrong. You're too focused on what you can see; it’s making you blind to what’s really around you.” 

“... I don’t get it.” 

“Feel the earth beneath you,” Bridget said. It took Azula a second to realise this wasn’t a metaphor, but literal advice. She felt Bridget’s power beneath her, heating the ground. She had been so focused on what she could see that she assumed that was all that mattered. “Being a mage means being a master of the unseen. In Elvish, mana literally translates to the unseen. Those without proper training cannot perceive it, but that does not mean it’s irrelevant. That which cannot be seen is what is most important to a mage.” 

“I think I understand.” 

“You don’t,” Bridget said harshly. “But you will. You need to learn to look deeper. A true witch's mind is eternally lost in a sea of possibility, considering what is and what could be with equal depth.” Bridget produced an apple from her pocket. “Perhaps a demonstration would help. The game is simple: take this apple from me. You can use any methodology you wish.” 

“Um… okay?” Azula stood up, reaching for the apple. Predictably, Bridget surrounded herself with a wall of flames. Azula backed off. She experimentally touched the wall, attempting to defuse the heat to protect herself, but Bridget’s fire was too strong.

Azula’s only advantage was that Bridget was being purely defensive. Azula drew the heat out of the fire, going as slowly as possible. Heat rises, even fire magic is coldest at the base. It’s part of the reason mages don’t burn themselves, even when inexperienced. She released the heat into the sky, feeling as the fire’s temperature dropped incrementally. 

She shoved her hand through, pawing for the apple. It was hot but tolerable. Except there was no apple. A sudden kick to the behind forced her into the fire. Azula yelped, realising she had been tricked. The dome closed around her, leaving her trapped. Azula tried to dispel the flames but failed. After a time, Bridget cancelled her spell, revealing herself standing with her hands on her hips. 

“Do you know what you did wrong?”

“I let myself get distracted by the fire. I assumed you’d be inside it. I should have sensed your mana to see where you really were.”

“No. You're not listening, apprentice.” Bridget smacked her with a paper fan. Azula hated that fan. “I disguised my mana on purpose and left a fake impression behind. Sensing my mana would have told you I didn’t move.” 

“So… I shouldn’t trust my senses?” That seemed to run counter to a lot of what Azula had been taught so far. 

“So, you should consider that some things can’t be understood so easily. Sometimes your opponents will do things you cannot predict, and you must be ready for that.” 

“Isn’t that impossible?” 


“Yes.” Azula pursed her lips. Bridget was being extra oblique. “Which is why it’s important to consider possibilities other than fighting.”

Azula finally understood. “May I please have the apple?” Bridget threw her the apple. Azula tried to catch it, but slapped it by accident, letting it smash on the ground. 

“... that really undermined what I was trying to teach you,” Bridget said. “You should train your body a little. You're horrendously unfit.” 

“I don’t want to hear that from a 400-year-old woman.” 

“A 400-year-old woman who’s in better shape than you,” Bridget said. Azula grumbled, knowing she was right. Bridget was freakishly fit for her age. Most elves her age were dead. “But that’s beside the point. The point of all this is that sometimes the best way to win is to avoid fighting altogether.” 

“Didn’t you make fun of Remus for that before?” Azula asked. Bridget smiled at the memory. Azula had no idea what her problem with Remus was, but she never missed an opportunity to insult him. 

“I did, didn’t I?” Bridget walked back towards the house. “As your homework, you can try to figure out why I did that.” 

“Is it because you're a hypocrite?" 

“Ha. No. Me being a hypocrite has nothing to do with it.”


Chapter 4: Replacement 

Remus had adjusted to the city somewhat, but some parts of it still bothered him. He hated the crowds of the shopping district, preferring to stick to what was known as the Fleamarket. The Fleamarket was located at the bottom of the Servant’s District, spread over 4 towers only a single floor above the Undercity. The market was quiet in the middle of the day, and the vendors were less aggressive; they only spoke if you approached their kiosks. It was a maze of small shops with little regulation, but each section was small enough that Remus never got lost. 

“Why’d you bring me here, Wolfy?” Misty asked. 

“Well, you’ve been staying with us for 1 month now. I thought it might be nice to get you something to commemorate that.” Iris had suggested it. Apparently, there was a tradition in Necrum of celebrating such minor milestones. For their minor anniversaries, Iris tended to run the show, picking out places to eat and things to do. But Misty was less proactive, so Remus had decided shopping was a nice choice.

“You’re a weird guy,” Misty said. Remus shot her a bemused look. “I’m your prisoner, you don’t need to buy me stuff.”

“You're not my prisoner; you can leave whenever you want,” Remus said. He turned sideways to slip between 2 kiosks. 

“If I commit a crime, you're the one who’ll get in trouble,” she said, raising her voice as she said trouble. 

“I know.” Remus wasn’t worried. Despite being a member of the Thieves Guild, Misty didn’t have the temperament of a criminal. 

“You’re too trusting. I could screw you over,” Misty said. Remus nodded absentmindedly, leading her through some stalls. 

“Iris brought me clothes when we did this. Would you like a new outfit?” Remus pointed at a store with lots of gothic pieces on display.

“Oh, I get it.” Misty hit her palm with her fist. “You want to dress me up. Alright, I’m into that. What sort of stuff gets you excited?” 

“... I don’t really have a strong preference. Get whatever you like.” 

“Come on, we both know what this is.” Misty grabbed his arm, looking up at him with a coy smile. “I don’t mind. I get it. I’m your slam piece. Dress me up however you want and show me off.” 

Remus stopped, turning to her with an exasperated smile. “You know you mean more to me than that.” 

Misty froze. She let go of him suddenly, taking a step back. “Haha, guys always do this. It’s cute, but you really don’t have to. I know where I stand and I’m not upset about it.”

“Misty—”

“Oh, hey, look at that,” Misty said, pointing and walking off. Remus sighed, following her. She led him to a black grand piano that was on a pedestal. No one was nearby; it must have been set up for a show that’s happening later. “I tried to learn once, figured it was the sort of thing young noble women did, ya know?” 

“Yes.” 

“He told me not to waste my time. I needed to get stronger first; etiquette and stuff could come later. I should’ve known something was up; guess I was too stupid to be suspicious.” 

Remus felt the smooth surface, his mind drifting to the last time he saw a piano like it. He said, “I can teach you to play a song if you’d like?” 

Misty looked at him oddly. “Mr I-Grew-Up-In-The-Woods plays the piano?” 

It had been years ago, back when he was still travelling with Selene and Lorcan. They had been staying in an abandoned temple of Mene when they discovered it. Lorcan couldn’t play, but Selene could. She sat down and played a song. Remus remembered feeling so sad and lost listening to it. It was the only time Remus thought Selene was being honest with him the entire time they travelled together. 

Remus begged her to teach him. They were staying at the church for a week. It wasn’t long enough to learn to play an instrument, but it was long enough to learn a single song. Lorcan agreed it would be good for Remus, and eventually Selene gave in. 

Remus sat on the bench, indicating to the space next to him. Misty sat beside him. “I can only play one song,” he explained. He felt the keys, trying to remember the proper starting position. He started playing, feeling the same way he did all those years ago with Selene. Misty watched him, staying oddly quiet. He was focused on the keys, so only saw her expression out of the corner of his eye. When he was done, he turned to her. “What do you think?” 

“It was… sad.” 

“It was.” 

“I was expecting you to play something fun.”

“Sorry.” Remus snorted. “Do you want to learn it? It’s simpler than it looks.” 

“I don’t know…” Misty put her hand on the piano, pressing a random key. Its high pitch ding rang through the air. Remus thought she looked like Selene in a way. Not her appearance, but the way she handled herself. Remus didn’t understand it at the time, but Selene was always masking her true feelings. Everything was a carefully calculated façade to keep people at bay, never letting them see how fragile she really was. The only time she ever slipped up was when she played the piano. Remus took Misty’s hands, guiding her to the right keys. 

“These are the same notes, just lower pitch,” he explained. “Copy me, we can play together.” 

“Won’t it sound weird?” 

“A little, maybe. But I like weird.” Remus grinned wolfishly. Misty froze briefly, then lowered her head with a smile. “Okay, first do this…”

Misty was a much better student than Remus. In only 2 hours, he got her to the point where she could play the whole song, maintaining the tune effortlessly. But she could only play when Remus was playing alongside her. When they played for the last time, they drew a small crowd who applauded their efforts. Remus bowed, expecting Misty to do the same. Usually she lived for attention, but this time she ignored them. She walked away in silence. 

Remus ran to catch up with her. “You did well. I can’t believe you learnt it so quickly.” 

“I could only do it with you next to me. I was copying you,” Misty said. 

“That’s how everyone learns at first,” Remus said, weaving past people. “These things don’t happen all at once.” 

Misty paused, looking back at the piano. Another member of the crowd had taken their place and was playing something else. “Thanks for that. It was fun. I owe you one.” 

“Don’t mention it. I enjoyed teaching you.” 

Misty shifted awkwardly. “You really don’t expect me to pay you back?” 

“For a piano lesson?” Remus asked, amused. “Of course not. I’m not even a good teacher.” 

Misty looked at him oddly, then shook her head. “You're serious, aren’t you?”

“Why would you think I’m not?” 

“No reason.” Misty shook her head. “I shouldn’t be so surprised. You’d help anyone.” 

Remus scratched his cheek. “I mean… sort of. But it’s not like I’m going to sit there all day teaching anyone who asks.” 

“Then why’d you teach me?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” Remus smiled at her, hugging her with one arm. “You're more than a slam piece, Misty.” 

Misty froze again, but this time she didn’t pull away. Remus kept his arm wrapped around her as they walked through the market.


Chapter 5: Dark Alley

Misty felt better than she had in a long time. She ended up spending the whole day out with Remus. They didn’t buy much—Misty didn’t want him to waste his money on her. Even so, she found it surprisingly fun seeing the city with him. She had lived there her whole life, but Remus was still new to it. There were so many things that she took for granted, like the Regal Statues. They depicted every king and queen of the nation going back to the founder of Necrum, King Noir I. Remus thought that they were majestic. Seeing them with him made her finally realise how impressive they were. Despite their age, even King Noir’s statue was still intact, and was so detailed as to make his clothes appear soft despite being made of etherstone. 

She ended up staying out much later than she meant to, showing him everything she could think of from the best sandwich shop (Paul’s Panetteria) to the fallen tower, which was a gap between several towers where a tower used to exist; it collapsed due to a mistake by the architect and was never rebuilt as the owner thought it was cursed. 

This meant she ended up taking him far away from where they were staying, but he didn’t mind. Remus had the stamina to keep up with her, which was rare. Her Cursed Mark meant she was near inexhaustible if she wasn’t exerting herself, but Remus was a ki user. It was a little after sunset and it was a new moon, meaning there was almost no light except for the little that came from candles in people's houses. Remus could see in the dark, but Misty couldn’t.   

“You don’t need to be so tense,” Misty said when Remus sniffed the air for what felt like the millionth time. 

“I’m not,” he said. “It’s just… hard to ignore the smell.” 

“You get used to it. I lived in the Undercity for years; after a while you stop smelling stuff.”

“I’m jealous.” Remus grimaced. 

“Relax, we’re nearly home.” Misty grabbed his hand to lead him down an alleyway. She didn’t need to; he would have followed her either way. But she wanted to. “You know, I had a lot of fun today. I still think this whole 1-month celebration is totally ridiculous and—”

Remus pushed her. She grunted when she hit a wall. That’s life. A giant scorpion's tail stabbed into the ground where she had been standing, missing her by an inch. “Where the frick did that come from?” 

The tail was sticking out of the ground. A giant scorpion emerged from the stone, treating the etherstone as if it were sand. “Get behind me,” Remus ordered. 

“Hell no. That fucker tried to stab me; no way am I letting you play the hero.” Misty threw her fist, her arm stretching to deck the scorpion. It screeched when she hit its side, but that was the only sign she had hurt it at all. Shit, it’s Scorpio. Remus transformed, howling in agony as the wolf took over. 

“I’ve got this.” He leapt forward, avoiding the stinger smoothly. The scorpion slashed at him with its pincers. Just from looking at it, Misty knew its pincers were big enough to cut off an arm or worse. Remus slashed at its face, but his claws glanced off its hide. “Shit.” 

Misty pulled him back just in time to stop the pincer from cutting his head off. “Are you crazy? You don’t fight Scorpio up close!” 

“What’s a Scorpio?” Remus asked. Scorpio charged at them. 

“We need to get out of here.” The alleyway was the worst place to fight it. It limited their movements, forcing them to take it head-on, making their attacks obvious. They fled into the street. “Scorpio is one of the 12 Zodiacs; it’s one of Gai’s original creations.”

“Sounds tough.” 

“Tough? The bouncer at The Latrine’s strip club is tough. This thing’s a fucking nightmare,” Misty shouted. “We need to find who’s controlling it. It's the only way we’ll survive.” Scorpio was right behind them, running sideways along the wall. It leapt towards them with surprising grace, but Misty was ready this time and dodged. 

“What do you mean?” 

“The zodiacs are all bound to casters; if we kill the caster, it’ll disappear,” Misty said. Scorpio spun on the spot, then charged at her. It stabbed at her repeatedly with its stinger. She dodged frantically; a single hit would end her life. Remus sniffed the air. 

“Found him. Will you be okay on your own for a minute?”  


“Oh yeah, I’m loving this!” Misty grabbed a building, reeling herself up. Scorpio climbed after her, scaling the wall despite its massive size. “Hurry up!” 

Remus leapt onto a different building. He’s abandoning you. Misty gritted her teeth, ignoring the thought. Dwelling on it wouldn’t help. If she were on her own, her only chance was to find a way to win the fight. She threw another extending fist at Scorpio but was forced to withdraw it to prevent it being cut off. Changing tack, she sprinted across the rooftop. Scorpio was tough and could kill her with a single hit, but she was faster.


Chapter 6: Scorpio’s Caster

Remus followed his nose. Scorpio had a distinct, vinegary scent. There was only one other person nearby who smelt the same. Leaping from building to building, he found him standing at the edge of the roof, watching Scorpio chase Misty. He was a classic pretty-boy elf, with long blonde hair and vivid blue eyes. He was wearing a black suit, looking more like a businessman than a mage.

“Call off Scorpio,” Remus said, stalking forward. The man turned to him, visibly disinterested. 

“No.” 

“I wasn’t asking,” Remus growled. 

“Remus the Werewolf, despite his fearsome appearance he refuses to take the life of his opponents,” the man said, refocusing his attention on Scorpio. Remus rushed forward, grabbing him by the neck and dangling him off the edge of the building. 

“I don’t have to kill you to make you regret attacking us.” He kicked Remus in the balls. Remus loosened his grip, and he wriggled out, falling. Remus looked over the edge, seeing him land on the bridge gracefully. Remus leapt after him, landing with a thud. “Get back here.” 

He disappeared down an alleyway. Remus followed him. He had pulled a ladder down from a building and was climbing up to the next floor. 

“Get back here, you bastard!” Remus grabbed his leg, throwing him onto the ground. The elf grunted. Remus put his foot on his chest, pushing down hard to stop him moving. He felt his bones creaking under his weight. “Call off your pet.” 

“Why?” Even now, his voice had no inflection. It was as if he were a bystander watching events unfold with no part to play. Remus felt bile rising in his throat. This man disgusted him. Of everyone he had ever fought, no one had ever seemed so indifferent to taking life as this man. Remus wrapped his claws around his throat, narrowing his eyes. He wanted him to understand. 

Remus took no pleasure in ending the life of another. He wanted so badly to avoid it. But he knew that in some cases, the only way to ensure you didn’t have to take a life was to be ready to kill. “If you hurt her, I will make you pay.” He dug his claws into his throat, feeling the fragile skin of the elf. “Call it off.” 

The elf studied him for a long moment, acting like he could learn everything about Remus by merely looking at him. “Okay.” He shrugged, pulling a small card out of his pocket. It glowed maroon for a second, then stopped. “It’s done; you can let me go now.” 

“Why did you attack us?” Remus demanded. He didn’t even entertain the idea of letting him go. 

“It’s business,” he replied. “You made the wrong person angry, and now you're paying the price.” 

“Who?” 

“I can’t tell you that; it’s bad for business,” he said. Remus snarled. 

“You won’t be working anymore,” he said. The elf smiled. 

“There’s always work for someone like me,” he replied confidently. “As long as men want each other dead, people will always need me.”

“You're going to jail.” 

“That’s where you're wrong.” The vinegary scent redoubled. Remus jumped onto the wall, avoiding a stinger to the back. 

How did he do that? The elf stood up, dusting himself off as Scorpio kept trying to kill Remus. Remus fell back; the surprise attack had put him on the back foot. If it’s here, does that mean it got Misty?

It stabbed at Remus’ face. He grabbed the tail, throwing it over his shoulder and into the wall. It cried out but flipped back up immediately. “You're stronger than I anticipated,” the elf said. “I see my information was faulty. Very well, I’ll withdraw. Goodbye, Remus the Werewolf.” 

“You really think I’ll just let you leave?” The elf was behind him, with Scorpio in front of him. He pivoted, aiming to knock him out. Misty said that Scorpio would disappear if he killed him; Remus hoped knocking him unconscious would have the same effect. 

The air shimmered, and Scorpio appeared in his path. Remus twisted awkwardly to avoid a pincer to the neck.

How?

“My intel was right about one thing. You’re an idiot,” the elf said. He was running away. Remus growled. Scorpio was blocking his path again. Somehow, it could teleport. Remus didn’t know much about magic, but one thing he did know was that teleportation was considered to be absolutely impossible. Those who tried invariably failed, often killing themselves in the process.

“Damn it.” Remus resumed his melee with the giant scorpion. Trying to avoid it wasn’t working; that left him only one choice. Kill it, then go for its master. The scorpion was tough, but so was Remus. He fought carefully, knowing that one wrong move could mean death. His claws couldn’t pierce its carapace, so he punched it. It hurt, but it was more effective than trying to stab it. The problem was he couldn’t get close enough to deal any actual damage. All he could hit were its tail and arms; if he tried getting any closer, he risked a fatal counterattack. 

Misty appeared. She shot her arm out, slamming it into Scorpio’s unprotected back. The armoured creature cried out, spinning around to face her. This left it wide open. Remus axe-kicked its back, smashing right through its armour. Purple blood spewed out, then it disappeared, leaving no trace of its body behind. 

“Did we kill it?” Remus asked. Even the blood was gone. 

“No. It’s immortal. All we did was destroy its body for a bit,” Misty said, walking over. Her fists were bruised, and she was covered in sweat, but other than that she seemed fine. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, you?” 

“I’m good. Can you still smell the caster?” she asked. Remus sniffed the air, but the scent was gone. He shook his head. “That figures. Dude appears out of nowhere, sticks a murder bug on us, then disappears into thin air.”

“Any idea who that was?” 

“Venen, he’s an enforcer in the Thieves Guild.” 

“An enforcer?” Remus didn’t like the sound of that. 

“An assassin.” Misty rolled her neck, smiling goofily. “Congrats, Wolfy, someone’s paid to have you killed!”


Chapter 7: Summons

“I’ll tear his fucking head off!” Iris screamed. Once he returned home, Remus filled his girlfriends in on what had happened. He had convinced himself they were handling the situation in a calm way because they stayed quiet while they talked, but once he finished, he was proven wrong. 

“Iris, don’t be ridiculous,” Azula said. They were sitting on the bed. Their living quarters didn’t give them much room to manoeuvre. Remus stood with Misty at his side. “Killing an enforcer won’t achieve anything; they’ll just send another.” 

“Azula is right. We need to deal with the underlying problem,” Remus said. 

“We need to destroy the Thieves Guild,” Azula said with finality. Remus' eyes bugged out of his head; he didn’t expect her to say that. “What? They’re a group of thieves who kill people. Destroying an organisation like that can only be a good thing.” 

“We can’t kill them,” Remus protested. 

“Don’t be ridiculous, darling. Obviously, that’s not what Azula meant,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. Remus calmed down. 

“Sorry. I’m still rattled from the fight.” Remus rolled his shoulders. “What’s the plan?” 

Azula stared into the distance. “Misty, you have contacts in the Thieves Guild, don’t you?” 

“Back in the day, I was a big deal. Everyone wanted a piece of little old Misty.” 

“Perfect. You come with me, and we’ll find out who paid for the hit on Remus and convince them to call it off. Easy peasy,” Azula said, smiling at Remus. 

“This isn’t a normal guild. They don’t have postings on a big notice board anyone can see; if you wanna know what’s going on, you’ve got to deal with the council,” Misty said. 

“Is the council still active?” Justine had led a series of raids against the Thieves Guild. According to the reports, the council had all been captured, and the Thieves Guild was on its last legs. 

“Duh,” Misty said. “They gave up a few of the lower-ranked peons so that the inquisitors would leave them alone, but that’s it. You didn’t think the inquisitors took down the whole organisation, did you?” 

“... I thought Justine would handle it,” Remus said, scratching his sideburn awkwardly. After Justine became the Arch Inquisitor, it seemed like the natural progression of events. He knew she was cracking down on corruption; he had hoped that would mean finally putting an end to the Thieves Guild. 

“This isn’t necessarily bad news,” Iris said. “Ultimately, they’re a guild like any other. If we show it’s not in their financial interest to continue with a job, they’ll give up.” 

“I was hoping for a more thorough solution,” Remus admitted. 

“This is how the world works,” Iris said, patting Remus’ side. “It’s all about money. They’re trying to kill you because it’s profitable and they’ll give up when that stops being true.”

Remus hated politics. The idea that people were willing to kill each other for such a petty reason was infuriating. “Couldn’t we try to figure out who sent them and get them arrested?” 

“Enforcers never give up their buyers,” Misty said. “It’s bad for business. A whole bunch are in jail now because they refused to roll over.” 

“Okay… what if we contact Justine and let her know what’s going on? We can tell her what you know and arrest the guild members,” Remus said. 

Misty shook her head. “They interviewed me before. I told them what I knew as part of the conditions of my pardon.”

“Then how can we find them?” Iris asked. 

“Oh… right.” Misty hung her head. 

“I might have an idea,” Azula said. “Bridget mentioned having some contacts before. If we talk to her, she might be able to help us make contact.” 

Remus grumbled. This was the only plan they had, so complaining wasn’t going to help. The discussion went on for a while longer, but once it was clear they had no better plan, the topic changed to how they would proceed. It was decided that Remus wouldn’t go personally, as he was a knight they’d treat him with suspicion. Remus didn’t enjoy his previous meeting in the Latrine, so he was happy to take a backseat in this case. 

Their planning was interrupted by a knock on the door. “Be careful, it might be assassins,” Azula warned. 

“Ah yes, the classic ploy of knocking on the door. Truly, these assassins are masters of stealth,” Misty said. She opened the door casually, revealing a dark elf holding an envelope. 

“Hail! I am the envoy of the honourable Lady Darkclaw. I am here, on this day, to deliver a missive of the grandest import to Sir Remus the Black Knight,” he said, standing stiffly. “Will you grant me your permission to deliver this message, fair maiden?” 

“Fair maiden? I’m blue,” Misty said. “Are you colour blind or something?” 

“Don’t play with him. He’s a messenger,” Iris said, taking the letter. She handed the messenger a bar worth 10 skulls. “Thank you.” 

“You honour me, fair maiden,” the messenger said. He bowed, then walked away, letting them close the door. Iris tore open the envelope, pulling out the letter and unfolding it. 

“Huh.” Her eyes moved back and forth as she scanned the letter.

“What’s it say?” Remus moved to read it alongside her. It occurred to him that she was reading his mail without asking, but he didn’t care. 

“Lady Darkclaw is asking for your assistance in Ghastabre. The details are a little vague, but it sounds like she’s having some trouble with the ghosts.” 

“Ghastabre? Like the book I gave you,” Remus said. He had given her a book about Ghastabre that discussed its status as the most haunted city on Corpus. 

“The very same.” Iris handed him the letter. Remus put it aside, not bothering to read it. “It would be nice to see the city. I’ve read so much about it.” Since he gave her the first book, Iris had found several more to learn about the city in greater detail. 

“Can we afford to go? With everything that’s happened, it might not be the best idea.” 

“Now’s the best time,” Azula said. “Venen tried to kill you. If you leave town, it’ll be that much harder for him to follow you. We’ll stay here and deal with the guild, while you go to Ghastabre.” 

“I don’t like the idea of leaving you behind.” 

Iris took his hand in her own. “Your instincts are noble, but in this case, they are misguided. You're the one who’s in danger. It’s best that you let us handle this ourselves.”

“But what if something happens to you and you need my help?” 

“We won’t do anything risky,” Azula said, taking his other hand. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure this out and then be right behind you. Everything is going to be okay.” 

Faced with the relentless optimism of 2 of his girlfriends, Remus gave in.


Chapter 8: Goodbye for Now

They decided they’d walk him past the city limits, into the Empty Plains. Ghastabre was located directly west of Celestall City, at the edge of the Suter Mountain Range. The fastest route involved making a beeline through the Empty Plains. The plains went on for miles; the horizon stretching out before them. The land was perfectly flat with an ocean of grass swaying in the wind. Since it was spring, the weather was temperate, and the sun was shining. 

“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay and help you deal with this?” Remus asked once again. Azula could tell he was uncomfortable letting them fight his battles for them. 

“We’re sure,” Azula said with finality. “Lady Darkclaw needs your help. It’s important that you go immediately.” Misty was travelling with Remus. They weren’t sure if she was the target, since she had betrayed the guild. Either way, she wouldn’t be any help, as she had allowed all her contacts to get arrested. 

“Azula is right.” Iris stood on her tiptoes, kissing Remus. “Just promise you won’t forget about us.” 

“I could never forget about you,” Remus said, face set like stone. “Either of you. I love you both. Even if I go to the other side of the world, that won’t change.” 

“You're getting smoother,” Iris said, flicking her hair over her shoulder. Azula took her place. She wasn’t wearing heels like Iris, so needed to pull Remus down to kiss him. She wished the kiss could last forever. The idea of being apart for so long was hellish, but she knew it was necessary. 

I’ll protect you. She broke the kiss. It was time. If they kept stalling, he’d never leave. None of them wanted him to. “Goodbye, my love. I love you.” 

“I love you too.” Remus straightened his back, his giant frame blocking out ‌the sun. “Promise me you won’t do anything risky, both of you.” 

“I promise,” Azula said. 

Iris echoed her. Azula knew that they were both lying. If it were necessary, she would do whatever it took to protect Remus. 

“That goes for you too,” Iris said, poking him in the chest. “I’ll be pissed if you end up getting hurt while we’re dealing with the mess over here.” 

“I’ll be safe,” Remus said, his voice warm with affection. He held Iris’ hand briefly. “It’s funny, when we first met, I was your bodyguard. I’ve become so used to protecting you.” 

“Protecting me?” Iris laughed. “Yeah, that’s our dynamic,” she said sarcastically. Iris pulled Misty into a hug, surprising everyone, Misty most of all. “Be careful.” 

“I’m not going to let anything happen to Remus, don’t worry.”

“Don’t let yourself get hurt either,” Iris said. She pulled back, holding Misty’s shoulders with a serious look. “We want you both to be safe, don’t we, Azula?” 

Azula blinked. “Yeah,” she said, knowing it’s what Remus wanted to hear. “Of course.” 

Misty’s smile showed she understood. If it came down to it, they both knew who Azula would protect. She broke the hug. “See you guys later.” 

Iris hugged Remus again. She said, “Go on. The sooner you go, the sooner you can come back, and I hate waiting.” 

Despite her words, Remus said bye a few more times and waved as he walked away. They watched him go until he was a dot on the horizon. Bridget had refused to lend them any Message Stones, and they didn’t have time to buy any, so this would be the last time they heard from him until they caught up. Once he was gone, Azula turned to Iris. “You know what we’ve got to do.” 

“I know,” Iris smiled sadly. A heavy silence fell over them. 

Azula had to protect Remus. Everyone thought of Remus as too strong to need protecting, but she knew that wasn’t the case. The reason for that was simple: Remus was too good a person. He didn’t believe it himself, but the fact was Remus was as pure as freshly fallen snow. He didn’t believe in compromises or the lesser of 2 evils. Azula admired it about him. She loved it about him. His relentless desire to do the right thing in every situation was something she truly adored. 

But it wasn’t always the right move. Remus had almost died because of his honour. After that happened, Azula and Iris had spoken. They agreed that they didn’t want to force Remus to change. People like Remus shouldn’t change to fit into the horrors of the world; the world should change to accommodate them. The world wouldn’t change, not unless they changed it. They decided that the next time something threatened Remus, they’d deal with it. Permanently. 

The most important thing was that Remus didn’t know. Azula needed him to remain pure. Lady Darkclaw’s summons couldn’t have come at a better time. It gave them a chance to send Remus to safety without arousing his suspicion. While he was gone, they would deal with the Thieves Guild. It hurt saying goodbye to someone she loved. Azula had become used to waking up every day with him and Iris. She loved knowing he would be there with her. But necessity won out. She would protect Remus. 

“Do you think if Remus knew what we were up to, he would forgive us?” Iris asked, breaking the silence. 

“I don’t know.” Azula kept trying to see Remus, but he was gone now. 

“I think he would,” Iris said. “Remus forgives everyone.” 


Azula snorted. “That’s true. He makes Mene look condemning.” They started walking back towards the city. “And besides, maybe this won’t be so bad.” 

“That’s true. We’re probably making this a bigger deal than it needs to be. We’ll pay them off, then catch up to Remus. This is going to be easy.” 

“Yeah.” Azula tried to smile but couldn’t make the expression feel authentic. “Everything is going to be okay.”


Chapter 9: Banking 

Contacting the Thieves Guild wasn’t a simple matter. With the inquisitors on a warpath, they had shut down several of their hideouts. Bridget still had some contacts, but it wasn’t instant. After she requested a meeting, there was a long time spent waiting, hoping to hear back from them. This wasn’t a problem, as they had a lot they needed to do in preparation for their meeting. 

The bank had reopened and was as glitzy as ever. Iris went to the upper floor to withdraw her money from Orin’s account. The whole place was covered in marble, an unsubtle way of showing their wealth. Since the queen’s birthday, things had settled down; no one was trying to withdraw all their money anymore. Banking had returned to its usual form, with most people on this floor more interested in investing their money than spending it. Iris went to the bank, hoping to withdraw the necessary funds to buy off the enforcers. 

That was when Iris hit the first snag in their plan. “I’m sorry, but your request for funds has been denied,” the teller said, her voice high-pitched and irritating. She was an orc with a vapid smile and soulless eyes. 

“That’s impossible. Check again.” 

“There’s no need. Here at the Deep Bank, we don’t make mistakes.” She tilted her head to the side. “Is there anything else we can help you with today?” 

Iris felt an inexplicable urge to hurt the woman. “Why can’t I withdraw my money?” she asked through clenched teeth. It’d only take one arrow...

“There’s no account registered under the name Orin,” she said, her voice light with fake sympathy. “We checked the details you gave us, and none of them returned a match.” 

“That’s impossible. This has been my bank for years.” 

“Oh, that must be very frustrating. I’m so sorry to hear you're having so much trouble.” The teller's expression remained positive, showing how much sympathy she really felt. 

“This is outrageous. I need my money.” Iris had lost her monthly allowance gambling. Even with Remus and Misty gone, she had scarcely enough left over to get through the month. 

“Yes. Everyone needs money.” 

Iris glowered at her. “I want to speak to Lady Violeta.” 

“Good luck with that,” she said, managing to sound sarcastic without ever changing her tone of voice. “Now, if you’d please make your way out of the bank, I have to deal with members who have an account.” 

Seeing she was getting nowhere, Iris gave in. She left, writing a letter to Orin to explain the situation. Considering the state of the mail system, she had no doubt that the letter would be pointless. He wouldn’t receive it for weeks, maybe longer if there was an issue; by that time the situation would have long since come to an end.


Chapter 10: Fresh Air 

The foothills that lead to the western edge of the Suter Mountain Range were gentle and covered in grass. They’d left the path, preferring to make a beeline towards the mountains. Remus had developed the habit when he was travelling with Lorcan, hoping to avoid werewolf hunters, and never broke it. The sun was blaring down on them, but it had rained recently so the ground was still slippery; fortunately, the grass was long enough to provide some grip. 

Misty took a deep breath of fresh air, closing her eyes in bliss. “Oh yeah, that’s the good stuff.”

Remus gave her an amused look. “You like the smell of mud?” 

“I spent most of my life in the Undercity.” Misty took another exaggerated sniff of the air. “It’s thrilling to not smell any sewage or corpses… or sewage-covered corpses.” 

Remus scrunched up his nose, remembering how disgusting the Undercity had been. “When you put it like that, dirt does smell good.” 

Misty laughed, skipping through the long grass. “Besides, I’ve never been this far from Celestall City before.”

“Never?” Remus rushed to keep up with her. The grass was taller than her in places; he was worried that if they got separated, he might lose her. Misty must’ve had the same idea, because she dropped to the ground, slithering through the grass. It might have worked if Remus couldn’t smell her. 

“Nope. Believe it or not, they didn’t take us on many days out at the orphanage… and he didn’t exactly encourage me to see the world.” Misty popped up behind Remus. “Boo!” 

Remus turned around, booping her on the nose. “Boo?” 

Misty blinked owlishly at him. “You're supposed to say ahhh. Not boop my nose.” 

“... I don’t get it.” 

“I scared you, so you have to scream,” Misty said slowly. 

“But all you said was boo. What does that mean?” Remus asked. 

“It means boo!” Misty raised her arms, tensing her fingers to resemble claws and baring her teeth. Remus booped her again, returning her to normal. “Stop booping me. I’m not a cat.”

“But you're so cute.” Remus raised his finger again, but she slapped it away. 

“I’m not cute.” Misty pursed her lips, a thoughtful expression on her face. She reached up, poking Remus’ nose. “Boop.” 

“It’s fun, isn’t it?”

“... maybe.” Remus slowly lifted his hand, one finger extended. Misty bit it gently, grinning up at him. 

“Bad kitty.” Misty licked his fingertip. She then closed her lips around it, sucking on it softly. “Good kitty.” 

She pulled back, covering his finger with spit. “If you're going to treat me like a kitty, you’ve got to be ready to feel my fangs.” She repeated the strange expression. Remus stroked her cheek, rubbing behind her ear. 

“That’s fine. I know how to make you purr.” 

“You think you're pretty smooth, don’t you?” Misty leaned into his hand. 

“A little. Maybe.” 

Misty snorted. She sashayed forward. “You don’t need to waste good lines on me. I know what I am.” 

“Huh?” She took his hand in hers, pushing it away from her face. 

“Don’t worry about it. I know you're trying to be nice, but you don’t have to be.” Misty smiled unconvincingly. “Let’s keep walking, okay?”


Chapter 11: Lock and Key

Things were progressing slowly. Very slowly. Iris had failed to get her money, and Bridget’s contacts were all dragging their feet. When Azula came up with the plan to send Remus away, she had imagined she’d wrap everything up in a couple days then follow him. Now, it had been a week, and they were no closer to a solution than when they started. 

To distract themselves, both of them had thrown themselves into their training. Azula still had no idea how Bridget expected her to predict the unpredictable. It seemed like a waste of time to try, but she was making progress in learning to draw mana out of the environment more efficiently. 

Meanwhile, Iris had been focused on her Stygian powers. They were getting ready for bed one day when Iris called Azula over to show her what she had been working on. It was a special seal, a type of magic designed to lock away mana. She had drawn the prototype on a piece of parchment. “I made it so that I could tame the Stygian bat,” Iris explained, running her fingers over the symbols. 

“Tame the bat? I thought your control was perfect. Why would you need to?” Azula asked. 

Iris' expression darkened. “During the battle with Irene…” she drifted off. “The point is that I need a backup plan. If I can’t be sure my control is perfect, it makes sense to make it so that it doesn’t matter.” She gestured to the sigil. “This will lock away the Stygian, only ever allowing it out when I manipulate my mana a certain way to release it.”

“Have you shown this to Bridget?” 

“She disapproved. She said it was a crutch that I shouldn’t rely on.” Iris' nose wrinkled. “She doesn’t understand; she didn’t see what happened last time.” 

Azula could see that Iris was trying to be strong. She was afraid. Afraid of what she had done and what she could have done. When she lost control against Irene, she had almost killed Azula. “I don’t think this is necessary,” Azula said, picking her words carefully. “What happened before… well, nothing really happened.”

“I appreciate you trying to comfort me, but I know that isn’t true. I can still remember the feeling of desolation. I can’t allow myself to lose control like that again. Considering what we are hoping to achieve, it’s important that we don’t take any risks. These are dangerous people; we need to be in full control of our abilities.” 

“Are you sure there’s no other option?” 

“This is only an extra failsafe. A way of binding the Stygian using its own power, like the Ouroboros ritual,” Iris explained. “Don’t worry, Bridget didn’t approve, but she said it’d work.”

Azula looked at the sigil again. She was reminded of the things she had done to try to control her magic. For years she had done all sorts of things, hoping to rein in her power, even if it meant making herself weaker. She knew that the situation wasn’t the exact same. Iris’ power was literally malevolent. A strange creature was possessing her, trying to take control of her body and cause carnage. Compared to that, Azula’s experience with her magic was nothing. Even so, she couldn’t help the feeling that this was a bad choice. “If this is what you need to do to feel safe, I won’t stand in your way.”


Chapter 12: The Valley of Spirits

Ghastabre was nestled in a valley between Mount Ghast and Mount Abre. Mount Ghast’s edges were sheer cliffs, made up primarily of etherstone. This meant that it had strange outcroppings that looked impossible, with only thin strips of stone linking them to the mountain. Meanwhile, Mount Abre was the source of the Rainfall River, a great stream that bisected the continent. At this point, the river was still shallow and slow-moving, its source hidden within the mountain itself. Ghastabre was built around the river; on the Abre side there was an imposing castle surrounded by stone bastions, a great wall encased the large stone buildings on this side. On the Ghast side there were small huts made of wood and straw with only a line of palisades for defence. 

This was the divide between the native Ghastlite population that had first lived there and the dark elves that had colonised the Abre side. While the dark elves enjoyed the luxuries of the modern world, the Ghastlite lacked the finances to advance and were unwilling to work with the dark elves to improve their side. There was only a thin, rickety bridge connecting the 2 sides. The river itself was steaming. The whole area was ridiculously hot, considering it wasn’t even summer yet. 

As Remus approached the city, he saw one of its most famous features. A ghost. It appeared like a translucent orc, with the bottom half of its body fading away into nothing as it floated over the ground. 

“Woah, this is freaky.” Misty waved her hand through the ghost’s tail. It flowed around her hand like mist. “She’s wearing clothes. Do you think she gets to pick what she wears or do you get stuck with whatever you're wearing when you die?” 

“I don’t think we become ghosts; Iris told me only shamans become ghosts,” Remus said. 

“That’s good, being a ghost sounds super boring. I mean, look at her.” Misty gestured at the spirit that was floating around her casually. “All she can do is float there watching us. Must be boring as shit.”

“She doesn’t seem bothered,” Remus said. The ghost floated toward him. Remus felt a chill and took a step back. 

“Do you think they spy on people? I mean, what’s stopping them floating through the window to stare at you while you sleep and stuff.” Remus scrunched his nose up in disgust. 

“I guess we’ll find out.” Remus walked forward, gently pushing the spirit aside. It was icy cold to the touch, refreshing Remus. He was tempted to touch it again to cool off more but got the feeling she wouldn’t appreciate that. “Come on, let’s head into the city.”

Upon arrival, Remus and Misty were ushered into the main keep. The castle was built with etherstone and modelled after Mount Ghast, with towers that were floating with little support. Looking up at them from beneath, Remus couldn’t dispel the thoughts that they would fall at any moment. The main gate was huge and in clear disrepair. The wood was peeling, with several shades of paint visible. Despite its size, this was not a wealthy residence. 

This theory was proven correct when he was ushered through the main hall into a smaller side room. The walls were a simple black, with only one small window. The light came from a fire and candles that made the entire place even hotter. Remus didn’t understand how the mountains were so hot in spring, but as they’d approached, the heat had rapidly become unbearable. 

Lady Darkclaw was at the head of a simple oak table, surrounded by several of her knights. She had dressed appropriately in a white, airy dress. “Sir Remus has arrived,” a squire said, bowing. Remus waved awkwardly, not sure if he was expected to bow as he wasn’t really a knight. “Alongside his companion, Misty.” She waved excitedly, bouncing on the spot. 

“Hi, you wanted to see me,” he said. The knights glared at him. “... ma’am.” 

Lady Darkclaw smiled wryly. “I did, and I thank you for making the time to come to my aid. As an honorary knight, I understand that you are under no obligation to serve me.” 

“It’s alright.” Remus shrugged. He dropped his bag in the corner, glad to be rid of it. “Can I get a drink or something? It’s as hot as Gai’s pits in here.” 

“Squire, fetch drinks for Sir Remus and his companion,” Lady Darkclaw said. The short man rushed out of the room. “Please, take a seat. I’ll fill you in on the situation. Where are your companions?” 

“Azula and Iris are dealing with some stuff back in Celestall. They should be here soon,” Remus explained. Since he was travelling, he had no way of knowing what they were doing. He hoped everything had gone okay, and they’d be following him soon. He’d feel much better when everyone he cared about was together again. 

“Pity, but I don’t believe that should be an issue,” Lady Darkclaw said. “As my letter explained, I’m here to help negotiate a peace between the 2 peoples of this town. Recently, there’s been some tension due to the current living conditions.” 

“You mean the ghosts?” 

“Indeed. Mayor Donegal has requested that we exorcise them, but the shamans dislike that idea. However, I believe I have found a compromise.” Lady Darkclaw leaned forward. “You see, the spirits are only in the city because the monsters of the nearby dungeon have forced them out of Mount Ghast.” 

“How do monsters force ghosts to leave?” Misty asked. “Aren’t they incorporeal or something?”

“A good question,” Lady Darkclaw said. “Ghosts are not completely separated from our world. While they can become partially intangible, there’s always a solid core that can be touched and, if one has aggressive intent, destroyed. The monsters are a threat to the spirits, but also to the general population. There has been a number of incidents lately. You may have noticed the warning system we installed.”

“Warning system?” 

“Yes. It’s a new invention we’re testing here. A single Message Stone is connected to dozens of empowered receivers; that way, when there’s an attack, everyone can be warned at once.” Lady Darkclaw pointed to a strange cone in the corner of the room. “We’re yet to use it in a real emergency, but testing is proving promising.” 

Misty stretched her arm across the room, poking it. “Cool. They should get these back home.” 

“Please don’t touch it. They’re very fragile,” Lady Darkclaw scolded. Misty retracted her arm with a blush. “They’re useful, but ultimately this city's garrison is not sufficient to defend against a large attack by itself, even with a warning. As such, we have decided it's time to destroy the dungeon.” 

“How do we do that?” 

“Sharmane, the leader of the shamans, has a ritual she believes will diffuse the mana. It may not destroy the dungeon entirely, but it’ll at least weaken it enough to allow the ghosts to go back,” Darkclaw said with a grin. “However, the monsters in the dungeon have proven themselves too powerful for the shamans. My forces are already stretched thin; as such, I am formally requesting that you act as her guide.” 

“Okay,” Remus said with a shrug. “It’s been a while since I’ve done a dungeon crawl; it could be fun to mix it up.” 

“Aren’t you even going to ask for a reward? I know you're a knight, but you can’t be that much of a goodie-two-shoes,” Misty said. She leaned over the table, rubbing her fingers together with a businesswoman's smirk. “So, Your Ladyship, what’s the reward we get for clearing out this little pest problem of yours?” 

Lady Darkclaw rolled her eyes. “I see your new partner is more business-minded than you are. Well, I wouldn’t want people accusing me of trying to short-change my subjects. Let’s negotiate.” 

Remus stopped listening. He never cared about money; it was a boring topic. He let Misty handle it. All he wanted was to have a room so he could finally get some rest. For years he had camped outside, but after a few weeks in Celestall City he had learnt to love having a mattress and a roof over his head. The negotiations went on for a while, eventually ending in a handshake between Misty and Lady Darkclaw. 

“You're a shrewd negotiator,” Lady Darkclaw said with a smile. “Now, Remus, it's important you understand that while I am the lord of this city, it is independently managed. As such, I want to introduce you to someone. Sheriff Feastworth.” 

She pointed at a fat, red-faced dark elf who had been zoned out during the entire meeting. He smelt of oil, bacon and sweat. He didn’t react until someone slapped him on the back of the head. “Huh, oh, me? What’s going on?” 

“As I was saying, this is Sheriff Feastworth. He oversees order in this city. We are here to aid him, not undermine him. I trust that you are satisfied with this arrangement, Feastworth.” 

“Um… do I have to do anything?” he asked. 

“No.” 

“Cool. That’ll uh, that’ll do.” Lady Darkclaw glared at him openly. 

“Perhaps you’d like to give Remus some more information on the situation; is there anything you feel I’ve missed?” 

Feastworth was sweating through his shirt. “No. No. I think you covered the good bits. Go deal with the spirits, you have my, um, my blessing.” 

“By which you mean he has your blessing to go to the dungeon so that he can clear it.” 

“Right.” Feastworth dabbed his head with a napkin; it stuck to his face, making him blush. “I’ll tell my men to stay out of your way.”

I’m beginning to see why this city is having so much trouble, Remus thought with a wry smile.


Chapter 13: Warmonger 

Bridget’s contact finally got back to her. They were given directions to a chapter of the Thieves Guild called The Armpit. The name was descriptive. The Armpit was nestled away in a hidden alcove of the Red Tower, to the south of the city. It was close to the ground, so smelt of sweat and misery. 

Azula kept jumping at shadows as they entered. She could sense that there were only 5 people in the entire building, including the doorman. In fact, there wasn’t anyone else on the entire floor. The Thieves Guild may be on the run, but its influence was still significant. 

Bridget had decided to join them for the meeting. It was her contact, and she didn’t trust them not to cause her trouble. Inside, they found a poorly lit room with a metal table lit by a single candle. A brutish orc stood behind the table; his muscular arms crossed over his thick chest. He had a burn scar on his arm and was wearing a hide tunic with a war skirt and sandals. He bared his teeth when they entered, showing off his massive tusks. “Bridget, you look like a grape that’s been left out in the sun too long,” he greeted, his voice low and mocking. 

“Want another scar to go with that one?” Bridget asked. She took a metal seat, the chair grinding against the stone ground. “Circe’s tits, I know things are tough, but you couldn’t have got some padded chairs? My ass is already sore.” 

“This meeting won’t take long,” he said. “If we stop wasting time.” 

Bridget rolled her eyes. “Ladies, this is Warmonger. He’s the councilman in charge of assassinations.”

Azula gasped at Bridget’s casual tone. She did not expect her to say that. “As in—”

“Yep. He’s the one who made the decision to send the enforcer to kill your man. He’s also the only one who can reverse that decision,” Bridget said. She put her feet on the table. “I’ve done my part; the rest is up to you.”

Why did she insist on coming if that was all she was going to do?

Iris moved forward, offering her hand to Warmonger. He took it, pulling her into him and hitting her with his shoulder. Iris was ready, meeting him halfway. “Not bad for a foreigner. You’ve got pointy shoulders, it hurts,” Warmonger said. He rubbed his peck, then offered his hand to Azula. Azula took it, bracing for the impact. It was an old orcish tradition that had largely fallen out of style since the fall of the Mightush Empire. Upon meeting an ally, you’d slam them with your shoulder to show your strength. 

Azula struggled not to fall over. It hurt more than she expected! 

“Mages,” Warmonger grunted. “Tell me what you want. I’ve not got all day.” 

“Bridget said you can call off the hit on Remus; is that true?” Iris said, getting down to business. 

“Yes.” Warmonger cracked his knuckles. “But why would I? He’s not a member of the guild and he’s done nothing for me.” 

“We were hoping to pay you,” Iris said. “How much would it cost to make you break your contract?” 

“Paying me to not kill someone, that’s a new one.” Warmonger laughed cruelly. “Sorry to say, it’d cost more than you can afford.” 


“Try me.” 

“I don’t need to. I know the bank blocked your account.” Iris froze. He knew more about them than they expected. 

“How did you know that?” Azula asked, stepping forward. She tried to look intimidating, but it was hard to intimidate someone a foot taller than her. 

“I wouldn’t be alive if I didn’t know at least that much.” Warmonger looked down on her. “So, what else can you offer me?” 

“How about we call it a truce?” Azula asked. 

“A truce?” Warmonger said, snorting at her. 

“If you keep attacking Remus, then we’re going to have no choice but to take revenge. Believe me when I say; you don’t want that.” Bridget was pretending not to, but Azula could see her watching her out of the corner of her eye. 

“If you kill me, then there’ll be no one who can call off the hit,” Warmonger said without missing a beat. “The enforcers will keep coming until your boyfriend is dead. So maybe think twice before threatening me again, Sparky.” 

Azula met his gaze. She got the feeling that if she were to look away, she’d lose a contest she didn’t fully understand. Warmonger looked back at her, seemingly enjoying the contest of wills. “What my girlfriend meant to say is that we can find a solution that benefits both of us,” Iris said, cutting in. 

Warmonger took his eyes off Azula. “What did you have in mind?” 

“We won’t do anything illegal,” Iris said. “But we are skilled adventurers. I’m sure we can reach some kind of arrangement.” 

Warmonger finally turned to Iris. “An arrangement. Very well. As it happens, there is a certain task that I could use your help with.” 

“We’ll only help if you promise to call your man off immediately,” Azula said. She was playing the bad cop to Iris’ good cop. 

“Very well. As soon as this meeting ends, I’ll put the word out. As long as I’m alive, Remus and yourselves won’t be in danger… provided you do what I ask.” 

“And Misty,” Iris added. Warmonger waved his hand indifferently. “Say it. I want your word.” 

“And Misty. I’ll ensure all 4 of you are safe.” 

“This must be worth a lot to you if you are willing to offer us so much,” Azula said. Warmonger turned back to her, smiling the way a hunter did when looking at his prey. 

“It’s worth every last skull.”


Chapter 14: Job Offer 

After the meeting concluded, Warmonger asked to speak with Bridget in private. Bridget scowled, knowing what he wanted, but she acquiesced. I’ll get this over with quickly. Once the door closed and she was sure her pupils couldn’t hear, she turned to him. “Go ahead. I’m listening.” 

“I want you to reconsider joining the council.” 

“No.” Bridget crossed her arms. “There. I considered it. Are we done now?” When people find out that there’s someone powerful in town, they tend to have one of 2 reactions. Either they try to remove them, hiring assassins or convincing them to go somewhere else if they’re less violently inclined. Or they try to control them. The Thieves Guild had sent their assassins when they realised who Bridget was; Warmonger was one of them. After she humiliated him, he proposed to her. It was by far the least appealing proposal she ever received. But she still preferred it to when he tried to get her to join the council. 

“You're wasting your potential. If you join the guild, you could make a killing,” he tried. 

“What good would that do me? I’m over 400 years old and have more money than most people can dream of,” Bridget said. “I’ve heard all your silly little arguments before. You're not going to convince me to join your boys' club. Stick to the rules: Leave my property alone, and I won’t come down here and kick your ass. Capiche?” 

Warmonger frowned. “Your new apprentice is a fool.” 

“She’s young,” Bridget said. “Everyone is a fool when they are young.”

“So true.” Warmonger smiled wistfully. “Dealing with the new council members is like trying to herd cats. They're all so desperate to make their mark they never stop to think.”

“All old people are fools too, but we’re better at pretending we’re not.” 

“Perhaps,” Warmonger said. “But there are certain advantages to age. You learn to play the game and, more importantly, who the major players are.” 

“Don’t be coy, Warmonger. It doesn’t suit you,” Bridget scolded. “If you're going to tell me something, just tell me.” 

Warmonger licked his tusks slowly. “I’m not the one who made the contract to take out your pet wolf.” 

Bridget narrowed her eyes. “Then who did? I thought all assassinations came through you.” 

“That was the case before everything went to hell. But with so many of our members behind bars, we’ve had to make adjustments, not all of them good.” Warmonger leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t lying when I said I could call off the hit. The youngins may be foolhardy, but they know not to mess with a sleeping bear.” 

“If they knew that, they wouldn’t go after a werewolf with anger management issues,” Bridget quipped. 

“He’s hardly dangerous. I’ve seen him. He may be big, but he’s as soft as silk.” 

Bridget shook her head, smiling at him. “People used to say that about him too.” Bridget’s smile faded, the feeling of melancholy building in her chest. 

“Who?” 

“Whyt.” 

Warmonger was taken aback. He had mentioned Whyt once, during a threat. It was then that Bridget gave him his scar. He knew he’d have to tread carefully if he didn’t want another. “... I wouldn’t know anything about that.” 

“No.” Bridget turned around to leave. “You wouldn’t.”


Chapter 15: Meet Cute 

After a good night's sleep, Remus was ready to meet his future teammate. Lady Darkclaw made it clear that the meeting was very important. If she refused to work with Remus, then all the progress she had made would be effectively pointless. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Remus asked Misty as he donned his armour. He wasn’t expecting to fight soon, but Lady Darkclaw said it would send the right message to wear armour to the meeting. She had given him a suite in the castle. It had large windows that were all open in the hopes of a cool breeze, but the air was just as hot outside. 

“Pass.” Misty was lounging on the bed, naked. “I know what I’m about. I’m not a diplomat. Collect me when something needs punching or your dick needs sucking.” 

“I’m hardly an envoy. We’re meeting a future teammate, that’s all.” 

“Whatever, I’m sleepy.” Misty hadn’t had breakfast yet. Remus had noticed that she had a habit of lounging in bed for an hour first thing in the morning. She yawned, stretching her arms over her head, making her chest rise. “See you later.”

Remus said his goodbyes, then made his way out. He went to the crossing point of the river, watching as punts moved back and forth. Many disliked the bridge because it was so far out of the way, so many took punts for a quick crossing. It made for a peaceful sight, especially because it was so sunny. Remus wished he was wearing less in the heat; his black armour was much more suited to cold weather. I shouldn’t have worn the gambeson.

When he first saw Sharmane, she was riding a punt across the river. She stood with her arms crossed, swaying as the water gently rocked the boat but never losing her balance. She was muscular; her arms were nearly as big as Remus’ and her abs glistened in the light. She wore only a fur skirt and bikini top, allowing her to show off her impressive figure. When she arrived, she stepped off the punt smoothly, marching over to Remus with an affronted glare. She was one of the first women Remus ever met who could meet his eyeline without bending her head back; she was only an inch or so shorter than him. She smelt of incense. 

“So, this is the famous Remus? I was expecting someone taller,” she said, her voice deep and soothing to the ear. She offered him her hand. Remus was ready for this; in preparation for the meeting, Lady Darkclaw gave Remus a quick orcish etiquette lesson. She tugged on his hand, and Remus hers. He shoulder-barged her with his bodyweight. He knew that to take it easy on her would be a grave insult, implying she was too weak to handle his strength. 

He knocked her into the water. 

Remus froze when she fell, accidentally releasing her hand as she fell backwards into the lake gracelessly. She splashed, screaming in shock, before grabbing the edge of the punt to hold herself steady. She pulled herself out of the river. She was dripping wet, her fur clinging to her as she snarled at him. Without warning, she threw herself onto the ground, then charged at him again. Remus absorbed the impact. She wrapped her hands around his waist. 

Remus had a bad feeling he had just caused a diplomatic incident. He was trying to figure out how he would tell Lady Darkclaw when Sharmane burst out laughing. “A human with some balls!” She slapped him on the arm. “How did a beast like you end up working for someone like Lady Darkclaw?” 

From context, Remus guessed that she meant beast as a compliment. “It’s a long story.” 

Sharmane pulled her mane of hair out of her face. “We have time to talk. But first, I need a towel. It’s too early in spring to take part in a wet t-shirt contest!” She twisted her skirt, getting some of the water out of it. “I’ll need a change of clothes, too.” 

“Oh, um, right. Sorry about that.” 

“Don’t be. It’s the best greeting I’ve had in years,” Sharmane said. She flicked his face with the water from her hands, making him flinch. “Being a shaman, most men are afraid to give me a proper barge. They probably think I’ll curse them so they can never get an erection again. But don’t worry, the curse I cast on you only lasts a month.” 

“What?” 

Sharmane guffawed, throwing her head back. “I’m busting your balls. Call it my revenge for you throwing me in the river.” 

“That’s fair.” 

“Don’t be so serious,” Sharmane said. She slapped his arm. “Come, come. Let’s get something hot to drink and discuss our plan of attack. I’m hoping that we can destroy this dungeon swiftly so that my ancestors may return to their proper resting places without needless delays.”


Chapter 16: Back in the Castle

Misty sat on the wicker chair, sipping her coffee and looking out over the city. Their room had a great view, and the breeze was wonderful against her bare skin. She thought about putting on some clothes but decided against it; she was high enough up that no one would see anything in detail. 

Misty knew her value. She could fight, and she was entertaining sometimes. The key was to avoid overstaying her welcome. Remus had been nice during their journey, but she knew he’d eventually get bored of listening to her nonsense. He’d want some space. It wasn’t like she was his girlfriend; she was just a toy. He rescued her because he was too benevolent not to, but that didn’t mean she would keep his interest indefinitely. Sooner or later, everyone got bored of Misty. 

She sipped her bitter coffee, scrunching up her nose. In the distance, she watched as Remus pushed a muscular orc into the water. She must be Sharmane. Her body was even more impressive than Misty had heard. Misty loved muscles, and Sharmane had them to spare. Her magic aura was unusual; Misty had never seen one quite like it. Must be because she’s a shaman.

Sharmane seemed to take to Remus. Already, she was touching him and grinning. Misty wasn’t surprised. Remus was hot, especially by orcish standards. Purgey had been drooling all over him before. Remus didn’t seem to notice her, so maybe he didn’t like orcs that way? 

Misty pulled her notepad out of her bag, flicking through her sketches. When she thought she was going to be a noblewoman someday, she had decided to take up drawing. It seemed like the sort of thing a noble should do. Tibalt had told her not to bother; she thought at the time this was because she lacked talent. She had decided to take it up again, although she wasn’t going to show anyone what she drew. 

Misty liked drawing 1 thing: people. She never understood why anyone would draw food. Food was for eating! Recently, she had drawn Remus. She never asked him to model for her; if she did, he’d ask to see her art and then he’d feel compelled to lie to her and tell her she was good. Misty couldn’t stand the idea of him lying to her. 

So, she drew him from memory. Looking at her latest piece, she saw dozens of mistakes. His eyes were too far apart, making him look like a sloth. His nose was too thin, like an elf’s. Even his muscles, which she spent a lot of time studying, were wrong. Misty tried to fix the mistakes she saw. The more she changed, the worse the image became. Is this even still a person? Misty scrunched up the paper, throwing it into the wicker bin. 

She started again, trying to focus on his face first. This time it went even worse. Immediately, she could see nothing but mistakes. Failure. She was awful. Growling with frustration, she threw the notepad in the bin. 

It’s hopeless. I should give up. No one’s ever going to see it.


Chapter 17: Bounty Hunters 

Warmonger’s request was simple, at least on the surface. A man named Alwin had run afoul of the Thieves Guild, then ran off with something that didn’t belong to him that they wanted back. Warmonger wanted him to be captured, and the item—a magic staff of some kind—returned. Not being foolish enough to take a criminal at his word, they immediately verified his story. Justine confirmed that Alwin was a wanted man; apparently, he was suspected of murder. Since he wasn’t within the purview of the Inquisitors, it was up to the local nobility to decide how to bring him in; they’d posted a bounty, but so far no one had been able to capture him. 

Rumour had it he had set up shop in Lilporch, a small village close to Celestall City. They headed out immediately, only stopping briefly to send Remus a letter explaining the situation. When they arrived, they found a village overrun by monsters. Iris had never seen so many monsters in one place before, and so many types too. Great ogres wandered about, holding tree trunks like clubs, drool dripping from between their grey lips. Women made of fire flew through the sky, leaving a trail of flames in their wake as they danced and flipped. A wall of ice blocked the road, which upon closer inspection revealed itself to have a pair of tiny eyes in the centre of it. 

“An ice Nurikabe,” Azula supplied. They were hiding in a nearby field of corn, watching the monsters. “They’re not usually seen outside of the Frozen South. Don’t touch it, you’ll get stuck and freeze to death.” 

“What’s going on?” Iris asked. A troop of imps ran in a circle around the hamlet, their purple skin hanging loosely from their skeletal frames. “Why would so many different monsters gather here?” 

There was no hard rule for how many types of monsters could spawn in an area, many dungeons had over a dozen different monsters that could spawn with varying frequencies, but one useful fact of life was that monsters of different types tended to kill each other. They were Gai’s fury given form; like their creator, they raged against themselves. Even within a species, infighting was common, yet these monsters all appeared to be living in perfect harmony. 

More interestingly, they weren’t destroying anything. They had left the fields unmolested, allowing crops to grow despite being so close. The Nurikabe blocked the road, yet seemed content to do nothing more. 

“I don’t know. This is strange, even for monsters. If an aboveground dungeon had formed, they’d at least spread out,” Azula said. An old man wandered up the road, his cane wobbling with each step. “Sir, stop! Can’t you see that there are monsters there!” 

Azula’s warning went unheeded. He kept walking, getting dangerously close to the village. “Damnit, he must be blind and deaf,” Iris said. “Why isn’t anyone taking care of him?” 

Azula leapt out of the corn, grabbing his arm and stopping him. “Sir, there are monsters in that village. Please come with us.” 

“I know,” the man said, smiling sagely. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must bid you adieu. My daughter made meatloaf, and she gets so mad when I’m out late.”  

He walked into the town, going right past the imps. Iris prepared a darkness arrow, ready to defend him, but it proved redundant. The imps let him pass, as did the Nurikabe. It was like the monsters couldn’t even see him, letting him waltz straight into the village. 

“What is going on?” Iris asked, abandoning all attempts at stealth. Various monsters’ eyes followed her, but none made a threatening move. 

“I don’t know,” Azula said. “But something about this village is very strange.” Azula walked up to the Nurikabe, getting so close she was almost touching it. “It’s not trying to freeze me. All the books always say it’ll try to freeze you if you get anywhere near it.” 

“Should we kill it?” Iris asked. It was the standard thing to do when one discovered an injured monster. An injured monster may not appear to be a threat, but left to its own devices, it could end up killing someone old or weak. There was no reason for them to exist any longer than necessary. 

Azula raised her hand, touching the Nurikabe with trepidation. She pulled it back quickly, then looked at it quizzically. “It even let me touch it. It was… not warm, but not cold.” 

“Why would you touch something that kills anyone who touches it?” Iris asked, putting her hands on her hips. 

“I could free myself with fire magic…” Azula lit up her hand to demonstrate. “And I had to confirm it for myself.” 

“Confirm what?” The imps ran past them. Iris braced, ready for a fight, but like the other monsters, it ignored them. 

“These monsters are tamed.”


Chapter 18: Armwrestle 


“Lady Darkclaw gave me a rundown of the plan,” Remus said. “She said that if we get to the root of the dungeon, you can fix it somehow.” 

They were in a riverside café. It was one of the few orcish-run businesses on the Abre side of the river. The building was a tiny stone hut called The Slop Shack. Despite the unappetising name, the food smelt heavenly. It also had a patio area where patrons could sit and watch the river. 

“It’s old magic. Dungeons can’t be destroyed, their power comes from Gai, so it is endless. But they can be tamed.” She grinned. “If you know how to tame them.” 

“Okay… then what do you need me for?” Remus asked. 

“No wild animal will passively let someone tame it; dungeons are the same. While I’m casting my spell, I’ll need protection.” 

“Okay, that sounds simple enough.”

“I originally asked for a whole squad of knights to go with me, but I guess your lady isn’t as great as she claims.” Remus could tell she was trying to antagonise him. He didn’t care. “She assured me that you were the greatest of her knights, a fighter without equal. I had my doubts; I was expecting a skinny dark elf. Imagine my surprise when I saw you across the river. You make me feel small! Are you part-orc?” 

“No idea.” Remus shrugged, sipping his coffee. “I don’t really know who my ancestors are. It’s complicated.” 

“I see. Not knowing one’s lineage is a sad thing indeed. You must feel very lost.” 

“Not really.” 

“That’s the spirit,” she roared, punching Remus on the shoulder. He almost spilled his hot coffee. “Life will throw endless challenges your way. The weak sit and stew over their problems. Warriors stand and fight.” Her expression suddenly turned serious. “Regrettably, the Ghastlite have few warriors left. I had hoped to lead a squad made up of my tribesmen; alas, none had the mettle.” 

“Not everyone wants to be a warrior. It’s the job of the strong to protect the weak.” 

“The strong, eh? I’ll be the judge of that.” She put her elbow on the table, her hand up. “Let’s have an armwrestle. If you beat me, then I’ll accept you as my teammate. If you're not up to the job, you’ll report back to your lady that you're too weak.” 

“I’m part of a team. It won’t just be me protecting you.” 

“You are the only knight. If you lack the power to contest me, then I cannot work with you.” She grinned ferally. “Besides, what kind of man passes up the chance to prove himself to a fellow warrior.” 

Remus joined his hand with hers. It wasn’t worth arguing about. “Are you ready?” 

“Begin!” She pushed suddenly, almost winning before Remus knew what was happening. Remus had armwrestled a few times in his life. Ever since he unlocked his ki, he had been undefeated. He got the feeling that she was much more experienced than he was. This wasn’t a perfunctory test. She was twisting his hand, using her full strength to try to overwhelm him. Remus drew on his ki to keep his arm steady, knowing he’d lose if he didn’t.

“Not bad. If you were a member of our tribe, you’d make a fine warrior,” she said, voice strained. “But I’m stronger!” Remus felt a surge of magic, then her strength redoubled. The muscles in her arm swelled, eclipsing Remus’ own. Remus had no choice; he drew on the wolf, transforming to try to keep up. Even then, the gap in strength was too big. For the first time since he was a child, Remus lost a contest of pure strength. He tried to push her back, straining with all his might, but inch by inch she pushed him down. She had almost won. 

She released his hand. “Huh?” 

“You’ll do.” Her arm shrank again.

“But I lost.” Remus transformed back into his human form. 

“No, we stopped before you hit the table.” She rolled her shoulder, holding it with her other hand. “Don’t feel bad. You're the first person to give me a real challenge since my dad died. A werewolf, huh?” 

“Will that be a problem?” 

“In Ghastabre, werewolves are considered sacred. If you were a member of our tribe, you’d have a harem of beautiful women all vying to continue your line in the hopes of having a blessed heir,” Sharmane said. She leaned over the table, smiling seductively. “Bet you wish you were on the other side now.” 

Remus let himself smile. “I’ve already found love.”

“There’s no such thing as too much love,” Sharmane said. “Where are the lucky ladies then?” 

Remus smiled, thinking about his wayward girlfriends. “2 of them are dealing with some stuff back in Celestall,” he explained. “They’ll join us later. We should get a letter soon saying how it's going.”

“Are they as big as you?” 

“No. Iris wears platform heels but is much shorter than me, and Azula’s even shorter. Misty can stretch, though, so sort of?” 

“Stretch?” 

“She has a Cursed Mark,” Remus said. 

“She’s an orc?” Sharmane asked. 

“No. She’s a Manaborn,” Remus said, watching to test her reaction. He suspected that Misty elected not to come because she was afraid of how people would react to her. 

“Fear not. As long as I’m in charge, no one will ever treat her as less than anyone else,” Sharmane said. She thumbed at her chest. “Our tribe is mainly made up of orcs, but we’re not an ethnostate. We know that all people have their value.” 

“Good.” Remus smiled. “I think you 2 will get along really well. She’s back at the castle; would you like to meet her?” 

“It’d be an honour, Sir Remus.”


Chapter 19: Circe 

The ability to tame monsters was not unheard of, although it was a rare way of fighting. It was a rare magical skill that allowed the user to overwhelm the creature, breaking its connection to Gai and re-establishing it with the user. Doing this can allow a user to gain a powerful companion but usually requires that the monster and its tamer have similar magical aspects. This meant that while a fire mage could likely tame a Fire Imp, they’d struggle with an Ice Nurikabe. For a mage to have tamed so many monsters of so many different types suggested a wizard of supreme skill. 

Rather than charge in half-cocked and get themselves killed fighting someone out of their league, Azula convinced Iris to enter the village pretending to be normal travellers. Inside there were even more monsters sitting about on rooftops and in the road, minding their own business without a care in the world. The villagers were indifferent to them, treating the god-made killing machines the same way one would treat a stray pigeon.

“We need to figure out what’s going on,” Azula said, taking in the strange town. “It’s probably something to do with Alwin, but we can’t make any assumptions. In situations like this, information is vital.” 

“I’ll defer to your expertise,” Iris said, scanning their surroundings. “This isn’t a big village. The only public places I see are the tavern and the temple to Circe. Which should we try?” 

“Let’s do the temple. We spend too much time in taverns,” Azula said. 

“Agreed.” 

The temple was one of the few stone structures in Lilporch. It was made of beige sandstone, with a tiled roof that showed signs of recent repairs. Above the small doorway was a series of frescoes depicting Circe. Circe was commonly referred to as The Enchanter; she had created several of the divine artefacts that mortals first used to fight back against Gai and his monsters. Despite her being known first and foremost as an enchanter, Circe rarely used the equipment she created herself. The one exception to this is her staff. It is said that with her staff she could cast spells beyond what anyone else could dream of; her magic outstripped even the other goddesses. As such, she needed no other equipment.  


When Circe was Gai’s willing slave, he ordered her to live her life naked, so that she would always be available to him. After she left him alongside the other goddesses, she initially settled into a life with Amphitrite, goddess of the oceans. Circe lived in her waters, surrounded by the love of the goddess. The frescoes depicted their breakup. Circe had been at peace in the waters, hidden from Gai after Unmas’ first defeat. She was content to live within Amphitrite until one day she saw a great storm; in it was a human ship—the fresco had portrayed them as dark elves—that was in danger. The second fresco continued the story. Unwilling to let them die, she grabbed her staff and ended the storm.  

Amphitrite was furious. When Circe cast her spell, she had taken control of a part of Amphitrite, forcing her to calm down. Amphitrite brought great abundance to mortals, food and salt among many other things. But she was choleric. She refused to be tamed ever again after Gai; mortals could learn to harness her power but were never to try to dominate her. That Circe had done so infuriated her. The third fresco showed Circe baring her body to the other goddess, her knees bent and spread, offering to submit in kind, but Amphitrite turned away, refusing her. To this day, Circe is known as the naked goddess, as she remained unclothed as an eternal offering to the woman she loved most. 

The frescos depicted both Circe and Amphitrite as dark elves, although Circe is traditionally seen as appearing more like an elf and Amphitrite as being blue-skinned but of no race. Iris noticed that they did keep Amphitrite's famously lactating breasts, a symbol of the endless nourishment offered by the ocean. She never covered her chest, as the ocean is always available to those with the skill to endure it. Circe had been portrayed as flat-chested. 

“Circe, may you be forgiven,” Azula said, the traditional prayer of her followers. Iris echoed her as they walked inside, clasping her hands together. Neither were worshippers of Circe, but they respected her among the goddesses. 

Inside the walls depicted the death of Unmas, the first and second times. It was a small temple, with 6 rows of pews leading to an altar. A naked dark elf was bent over the pews, wiping them down. Azula guessed she was the priestess in charge of the temple: Circe’s followers tend to be nudists in honour of their goddess. The woman had a beautiful, curvaceous body with huge breasts.

“Hello,” Azula said, her voice echoing around her. The woman stood up, smiling at Azula. Azula bit the inside of her cheek in an attempt to ignore the way her breasts bounced as she approached them. Her long black hair covered her nipples, saving Azula from further embarrassment. 

“Well met. I am Aeaea, the priestess in charge of this temple. I don’t believe we’ve met before,” she said. She clasped her hands in front of her, squeezing her chest together. “Is there anything that I can assist you with?” 

Stay focused. Stay focused—wait, what did she just say? Azula had been so focused on not checking her out she didn’t process what she said. “Um…” 


“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Iris said, shooting Azula an amused look as she shook Aeaea’s wrist. “We’re troubadours. We were having trouble composing our latest piece when we heard about an unusual town where monsters live amongst the residents but pose no threat. We were wondering if perhaps there was a numinous cause.”

Aeaea popped her lips. “Is that so?” She glanced at Azula, who nodded her confirmation. She was impressed that Iris could come up with a lie so quickly. “When Soleil revealed the location of Circe’s staff to mortals, it resulted in their breakup. Since then, Circe has decreed that all those who love her must hold confidence. As her follower, I obey the same rule.” Azula swallowed, the tension growing by the second. “Would you perhaps like to explain again why you are here?” 

Iris and Azula shared a look. Aeaea had seen right through them. There was no use continuing the ruse; all it would do was alienate the priestess further. Iris said, “The truth is that we are hunting a dangerous individual who we believe lives in this town. We are not sure as to the exact details, but we know that he is currently in possession of a staff that grants him great power and may wish to use it for nefarious purposes.” 

“Thank you for being honest with me,” Aeaea said, bowing her head. “Please follow me.” She led them into a small room with a fireplace, a desk, and some chairs. There was also a bed fixed to the wall vertically. These were her personal quarters. 

“Are you willing to help us?” Iris asked. 

“The man you are looking for is called Alwin, yes?” Azula nodded. “I suspected as much. You are correct in your assumption; Alwin is the one controlling the monsters. He is using them as a sort of military to help him maintain control of Lilporch.”

“He’s keeping you all as hostages?” Azula asked, scandalised. 

“In a way,” Aeaea said. She shrugged as if it were of no consequence. “He has made it clear that we are not to venture too far from the village. He claims that this is so that the monsters can effectively protect us.” 

“Sounds like a prison to me,” Iris said blandly. 

“As I said, in a way. But in truth, the people of Lilporch never travelled much. For many, our lives have not changed significantly since he took power. Although he did slay Lord Bagsworth.” Azula went to speak. “Perhaps I should start from the beginning. I want you to appreciate the whole story, and why we are content with our situation.”


Chapter 20: Remus’ Girlfriend 

Misty drew in her crumpled notepad, feeling irritated with herself. After she calmed down, she fished it out of the trash and got back to drawing. Her latest picture was going better. It still would never hang in a noble's house, but it at least was recognisable as Remus. She decided to draw him naked; making it feel vaguely erotic. She spent a long time getting the shading on his cock right, her tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth as she worked. She was lucky Darkclaw gave them a desk and chair. 

She was working on the balls when Remus walked in, making her jump out of her skin. He smiled at her in the way he did that made her feel so relaxed. “Hi, I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” 

“No.” Misty shut her notebook smoothly, careful not to look like she was hiding anything. Growing up, the other orphans would notice if she ever tried to hide something and immediately want to see it. The Thieves Guild was even worse. Privacy was a luxury she had never experienced. 

“Great, Sharmane wanted to meet you.” Remus shouted over his shoulder. “Come in.” 

The sexy woman entered the room, looking Misty up and down. Misty felt compelled to stand at attention, awaiting the judgement of her superiors. “She’s cute. I like your outfit; it’s colourful.” She offered Misty her hand. Misty took it. Sharmane tugged her off her feet; Misty fell into her chest then was bumped away. She fell on her butt painfully. 

“Sorry,” Misty said automatically. 

Sharmane towered over her. “You should not apologise when you are not at fault. It was my mistake; I assumed you were familiar with our customs because Remus was.” 

“Are you okay?” Remus asked, crouching down next to her. 

“Of course.” Misty stuck her tongue out, rapping her head with her knuckles. “I’m such a dummy. I should’ve known you’d do that.” Remus lifted her back onto her feet, looking troubled.

Sharmane hesitated for a moment. “I’m Sharmane, the shaman in charge of the Ghastlite. If all goes well, we’ll be doing the dungeon dive together.”

“I’m Misty… I’m not really anyone, but it’s nice to meet you,” Misty said, dusting herself off. 

“Remus tells me that you are a great warrior, capable of using a Cursed Mark.” Sharmane flexed her right arm, the muscles on it growing to an insane extent. “It’s good to meet a fellow practitioner.” 

A knock at the door got their attention. “Sir Remus, Lady Darkclaw is requesting to see you. You’ve received a letter,” a small voice said. 

“It must be from Iris, telling us when she’ll arrive. I’ll go deal with this.” Remus kissed Misty on the cheek, then made his way out of the room. “I’ll be right back.” 

“Tell me, how did you acquire your Cursed Mark? Are you acquainted with a shaman?” 

“I got it years ago, my… someone arranged for me to get it done,” Misty said. “It burned like a bitch, but now I’ve got these awesome tattoos.” Misty pointed at her face markings with a big grin. 

“A Cursed Mark on your face? Weird choice. Does it make your skull tougher?”

“Oh, um, I guess. It lets me stretch.” Misty activated her Cursed Mark, letting it spread over her body, then extended her arm to touch the opposite wall. “If I see a hit coming, it can help with that, but only if it’s like a punch or some… thing…” 

Sharmane was staring at Misty with horror in her eyes. “How much of your body is covered by the Cursed Mark?” 

“All of it?” Misty shrugged. “Why?” 

“By the mountain and the river.” Sharmane grabbed Misty’s arm. “It’s a miracle you're not among the ancestors.” 

“Huh?” 

“Cursed Marks put a lot of strain on the user; there’s a reason we only cover small parts of our bodies. Most don’t get more than an arm or a leg,” Sharmane said. “Whoever agreed to cover your entire body was a very irresponsible shaman. No one should ever put their body under so much stress, much less one as young as you.” 

Misty smacked her lips. It wasn’t news that Tibalt had made her do risky stuff to make her more useful. Even so, it was depressing seeing how concerned Sharmane seemed to be. She shook her head, dismissing the self-pity. “It all worked out in the end, so it’s not a big deal.” 

Sharmane smiled at her. “You may not look like one, but you are a warrior.” She punched Misty in the chest. It hurt. 

“Thanks?” Misty punched her back hard enough to hurt, getting a grin in response. “You're a weirdo. Has anyone ever told you that?” 

Sharmane barked with laughter. “A warrior indeed. Come, let’s armwrestle! Whoever gave you it may have been reckless, but now that it’s done it could prove a great boon.”

“I am digging your vibe. Full of energy and a little aggressive.” Misty grinned widely. “I think we’re going to be great friends.” 

“Shared battles build the best friendships,” Sharmane said, arranging the desk and chairs and taking a seat. “I have never turned my back on one who fought alongside me.” 


Misty took the other seat with a sad smile. “Yeah, I haven’t either.”


Chapter 21: Alwin

Alwin was born in Lilporch. He was the son of the local enchanter, also named Alwin. His mother died during childbirth, so he never knew her. Everyone expected that he’d someday take over the family business, as he had the skills of an enchanter. When he was young, all his father let him do was charge up existing enchantments to get a feel for how they worked, but as he got older, he was allowed to do progressively more until he was creating weapons and armour all by himself. 

Alwin Sr. wasn’t the best enchanter around, but he was the most generous. If someone’s shower broke, he’d often fix it in exchange for a hot meal. Or a portion of their harvest. Or anything, really. It meant he never had much money, but he was rich in friends and beloved in the town. Alwin was on track to follow in his footsteps. 

Then Lord Bagsworth took control of the town. For years the village had been run by a council. It was considered too small to need a lord, but when Bagsworth distinguished himself in battle—or at least that’s what he claimed happened—it was decided that he would take over. The council offered to work as his advisors, helping him learn the ropes and understand the people he would be ruling over. He refused. 

He knew exactly how he was going to run the town. The first thing he did was to evaluate the taxes of everyone in the town, giving out brutal fees to anyone who hadn’t paid the “proper amount”. As it happened, this was almost everyone. Alwin senior was hit especially hard. Lord Bagsworth calculated his earnings based on the average enchanter, not taking into account that Alwin made far less than that. He also added what he referred to as land tax, since Alwin Sr. was the legal owner of the shop he owned. The result was that he owed more than he could ever hope to pay off. 

He tried to raise the money, but there wasn’t enough work for a small-town enchanter. The villagers offered to help, but he was too proud to accept, and they didn’t have enough after their taxes. Under the council, when taxes were late, a repayment plan would be arranged. It didn’t do the village any good to try to extort money that people didn’t have. Lord Bagsworth took a different approach. He imprisoned Alwin senior and ordered that he would not be released until Alwin raised the money to pay off the entire debt—with interest. 

Alwin was in no better a position than his father. So, he did the only thing he could think of. He went to the big city to make his fortune. This was where Aeaea became a little less sure of the details. Alwin stayed there for several years, during which Lord Bagsworth made the village, by degrees, worse for everyone. He used the money he made to build his gaudy castle. It was a palace one would expect in a town 5 times the size of Lilporch, yet it also had no useful defensive features. It was entirely built for his own comfort, with no care given to how the people of the village would fare if a monster were to attack. 

Then Alwin returned. He was carrying a strange staff and appeared frightened. He said that he was planning to give Lord Bagsworth the staff in exchange for his father’s freedom. But when he went to the palace, he discovered his father had died. Alwin had refused to speak about what happened next, but they all knew that he killed Lord Bagsworth. He didn’t say it, but with Bagsworth suddenly gone, the conclusion was obvious. Since then, he had become the de facto lord of Lilporch, not that anyone cared. Lord Bagsworth was reviled, and no one missed him. 

“Ultimately, all Alwin does is flirt with the local girls at the pub and get drunk. As lords go, he’s fairly benign,” Aeaea concluded with a smile. “I’ve tried to encourage him to take a more measured approach to rulership, but he’s never been one for religion.”

“So… the monsters really are protecting people?” Iris asked. 

“That’s right. It used to be that when a monster attacked, we’d have to round up a posse to drive it away or hire adventurers while we hid here. Now the monster becomes his thrall. I believe that, in a way, this is one of Circe’s blessings.” Aeaea smiled mysteriously. 

“You think the staff is a divine artifact?” Iris guessed. Considering the story, it seemed unlikely that Alwin had suddenly developed amazing powers while he was in the city. Putting it together with what Warmonger had told her, he’d likely stolen the staff when he was with the Thieves Guild and intended to use it to pay off his father’s debts, only for the plan to fall apart. 

Aeaea pointed to a small painting behind them, depicting Circe with her famous staff. “The likeness is uncanny.” The staff appeared like an ordinary piece of metal, except for the top, where it split into a lattice with a gem glowing brightly within it. “But no, of course not. Circe’s staff is with her; she reclaimed it long ago. She gave us many gifts, but to expect her to give us her greatest weapon would be arrogance at its finest. I merely suspect that it is one of the many divine artifacts that she created, like Spellsmasher.” 

“You need to understand that the staff is dangerous,” Azula said. Aeaea pursed her lips. “I mean it. There are a lot of people who are interested in it. If he stays here and keeps using it so blatantly, it’ll attract the wrong kind of attention.” 

Aeaea was quiet for a long time. “You're probably right. But why should I believe that you are the most deserving to take possession of its power? You’ve not exactly been honest with me.” 

Azula opened her mouth to answer, then shut it again. “I don’t have a good answer. The truth is, we… someone’s trying to hurt the people we care about. We made a deal that if we hand over the staff, they’ll leave us alone.” 

“And you trust this person to leave you alone once you have the staff? Just like that?” Azula and Iris shared a look. “I understand. You want to be left alone. It’s natural, but it's not always the best approach. When Circe first turned on Gai, he offered to let her leave the planet and be at peace. Imagine how badly things would have gone if she had agreed to do that.” 


“What are you suggesting?” Iris asked. 

“Alwin isn’t a bad guy, not really. He may have…” Circe paused, waving her hand in the air. “Lost his way a little, but ultimately, he’s still his father’s son. If you explain the situation to him, I’m sure he’ll be willing to help.” 

Iris frowned. They had been planning to take the staff without ever having to fight. Telling him they needed it would give up the element of surprise entirely. Although looking around, it seemed he had more than enough firepower to defend himself. Maybe working with him was the smarter move. “If we were to do this, where would we find him?” 

“Where do you think? He’s decided that since he killed Lord Bagsworth, he’s the new lord, and there’s only one place for the lord to live.” 

“The palace.”


Chapter 22: The Letters

“Bad news, I’m afraid,” Lady Darkclaw said as soon as Remus reached her temporary office, the same room he’d first met her in. The desk was covered with so many pieces of parchment that Remus had no way of knowing which was the letter. “Iris sent a letter. She’s been delayed a lot longer than she thought, she’ll be 2 more weeks at least.” 

Remus nodded, processing what he heard. “So, do we wait?”

“I’m in 2 minds. The fact is that I don’t have enough men nearby to send anyone else with you. The dungeon isn’t considered especially dangerous… but it’s a dungeon. Danger levels aren’t always accurate.” 

“Who reported it?” 

“Mayor Donegal hired some adventurers a couple months back. They were C-Rank and reported it was too dangerous for them, then she didn’t have the funds to hire anyone better, hence why it’s become my problem.” Lady Darkclaw leafed through some of the parchment, handing Remus one. He took it, seeing it was the report. He scanned it; it was full of references to giant spiders and darkness. Nothing interesting. 

“I’ve killed giant spiders before. I can do it.” If Remus dealt with the problem quickly, then Iris and Azula would be able to relax and enjoy the city when they arrived. “Can I have the letter from Iris?” 

“Hm? Oh, well, this one’s mine.” Darkclaw waved the letter. She then pulled out an envelope with a wax seal in the shape of a flame. “This one’s yours. Don’t worry, I didn’t read it. Go ahead.” 

“Thanks.” Remus took the letter, opening it up. It opened with a brief explanation of the situation, the same stuff Darkclaw had said but with more detail. Then there was some sweet stuff, and chitchat about their day-to-day lives. Then there was a very detailed piece of writing describing exactly what they intended to do when they were alone together. The handwriting changed several times. A note made it clear this was because the hand she wrote with changed, the other being used for more self-indulgent purposes. Remus fought to remain neutral as he folded the letter up, putting it back in the envelope. He’d finish reading it later. “Um… what were we talking about again?” 

“The plan for the dungeon.” 

“Oh, right, yeah. I can deal with it,” Remus said. 

“Once again, you are doing me a great service,” Lady Darkclaw said, leaning back in her chair. 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

“I will. And fear not, I will ensure that you are properly compensated for your time and the danger you are facing.” 

Remus left, making his way back to Sharmane and Misty. On his way, he ran into the dullest woman he had ever seen. She was so grey and washed out that it was difficult to look at her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last. I’m the prodigal mayor, heard but never seen. I’m afraid my duties have kept me rather busy,” she said, offering Remus her hand. He took her wrist, realising she was Mayor Donegal. 

“It’s an honour to meet you, Mayor,” Remus said, shaking her hand. 

Mayor Donegal smiled at him lifelessly. “Likewise. Well… it's interesting the things we say when we meet, isn’t it? I’m a mere civil servant; meeting me is no great honour, and you are a warrior like any other. Neither of us should be especially honoured by this meeting.” 

And people say I’m awkward. How did this woman win an election? Remus smiled despite her strange little speech. “It’s been… fine meeting you. I’ll be heading off now.” 

“Wait, this wasn’t the chance meeting it might seem. For you see, I planned this meeting. I sought you out, hoping to discuss our mutual interest.” 

“What?” 

“What I mean is that we are both investing time and effort into this city. As such, it’s only right that we have a discussion so that we can better understand each other’s positions.” 

“I need to get back to Sharmane; do you want to walk with me?” 

“You're asking me to walk into the proverbial lion's den? I’ll have to turn down that most tempting offer, but if my understanding of the logistics of dungeon diving is as good as I think it is, you won’t be going down today. As such, I’m proposing that we meet this evening and go through this properly.” 

“I’ll look forward to it,” Remus said sarcastically. He meant to be friendly, but he couldn’t help it. 

“Great. We’ll meet at my place, Prominence Manor; you can’t miss it, it's the largest building in town that isn’t this castle. Better yet, I’ll send a man to collect you. Oh, and don’t feel like you need to dress up to impress me; any suit will do. And don’t bother with more than basic eyeliner unless you want to.”


Chapter 23: The Palace 

Aeaea had undersold how ostentatious the palace was. It was surrounded by a pleasure garden with a large lake, filled with colourful fish from around Corpus (several of which were belly-up). A multitude of flowers surrounded the path leading to the palace, including several rare species mixed together seemingly at random. Many had died, failing to adapt to their new environment, while others were breaking the borders of the flowerbeds. The palace itself was a marble dome, glistening in the light. It was covered with paintings of great battles, all featuring dark elves as the victors against cowardly elves. 

Iris didn’t recognise the banners involved, but Aeaea confirmed that it was Bagsworth’s banner. The battles were fictitious; the only battle he had ever fought had been putting down a civilian rebellion in an area populated primarily by dark elves. Bagsworth was an open believer in dark elf superiority. Iris noticed that Alwin had not removed the paintings. 

The doors were carved from dark wood. There was no attendant. Aeaea opened the door without knocking, walking straight into Alwin’s manor. Inside was a classic double staircase meeting in the middle to reach the upper floor. Everywhere Iris looked, there was damaged furniture and rubbish; Alwin was not taking good care of his new home. 

“Where will we find him?” Iris asked. Using her foot, she rolled a bottle down a long, curved hallway. 

“It’s only 2pm, he’s probably still asleep,” Aeaea said dryly. “Follow me.” 

“Won’t he be upset that we let ourselves in?” Azula asked. She was more uncomfortable with the filth everywhere, avoiding touching anything as they went up the stairs. 

“Alwin decreed that women can come into his house whenever they want,” Aeaea said with amusement in her voice. “We’ll be some of the first to test this policy.” 

They did stop when they reached his quarters. Aeaea knocked, then waited, swaying from side to side. They heard a crash, then a groan. Shortly after, the door creaked open, giving them their first look at Alwin. 

He wasn’t much to look at. He was a short dark elf with a mess of black hair, wearing a velvet robe with embroidered initials BB. “Aeaea?” He looked at the naked woman with bleary eyes. “What are you doing here?”

Aeaea smiled good-naturedly. “You have visitors. This is Iris and Azula.” 

Iris offered him her hand, which he shook limply. He repeated this with Azula. “Visitors, aye? Interested in meeting the Lord of Lilporch?” He pumped his eyebrows in a rather heavy-handed attempt at flirting. “Pretty impressive place, isn’t it?” Aeaea rolled her eyes, crossing her arms under her breasts. 

“It is,” Iris said. “My boyfriend would love it.” 

“Open relationship?”

“No. We’re his harem, and we’re only adding women.” 

“Got it.” His interest in them evaporated. Alwin yawned, stretching his arms above his head. “Did you guys wake me up for a reason?” 

They’d agreed to be honest in exchange for Aeaea’s help. Iris decided to lead the negotiation, as she had more experience dealing with nobles—marginally. “We’re adventurers, here to talk to you about the staff.” 

Alwin’s eyes sharpened. “What about it? I mean… What staff?” Iris stared at him blandly. “Fuck, it’s too early for this. Yes, I have the staff... what’s it to you?” 

“You’ve drawn a lot of attention to yourself,” Iris said. “Not much of it positive. The Thieves Guild wants the staff back, and they want you dead.” 

Alwin nodded disinterestedly. “Man, that’d be scary if I didn’t have an army of monsters at my beck and call.” 

“Be polite, Alwin,” Aeaea scolded. Alwin rolled his eyes. 

“I appreciate the heads-up. But I know how to take care of myself.” Iris doubted that. They’d walked right into his house and woken him up with no one trying to stop them. If they had wanted to, Iris had no doubt they could have pilfered the staff without him ever noticing. 

“The Thieves Guild has assassins. If they come after you, what will you do?” Iris tried. Alwin pursed his lips, leaning against the wall. 

“Fight them… I guess.” Something in his tone bothered Iris. He sounded so indifferent, almost defeated. He didn’t care if he lived or died. Iris' eyes flicked over to Aeaea, whose morose expression confirmed her thoughts. 

“Please, we need the staff. The Thieves Guild sent assassins after us, and they’ll only stop if we hand it over,” Azula said. Alwin’s expression darkened. 

“So, you came here to steal from me?”

“Of course not,” Iris lied, although their intentions had changed. “We’re hoping to find a solution where everyone can win.”

“There isn’t one. The Thieves Guild are a bunch of psychopaths; if they win, it’s because someone else lost.” Alwin retreated into his room, closing the door in their faces. 

“Well, that went well,” Iris said. 

“Give him a minute. He’s still grieving the loss of his father,” Aeaea said. 

Azula steeled herself, then opened the door, revealing Alwin lounging on his bed, his hand resting on his forehead. The room smelt of stale air and gin. The curtains were drawn, leaving it dark and dank. There were bottles lying around on the floor. 

“Go away.” 

“No,” Azula said. She looked around, her anger fading. “You live like this?” 

“It’s a palace. I live in a palace,” Alwin bragged, though his words lacked any real pride. He rolled over, burying his face in his pillow. “Everything I did led to this. This is what success looks like.” 

Success sure looks depressing, Iris thought. She resisted the urge to say it. 

“So, what? You're going to wait here for someone to come and kill you?” Azula demanded. “Sitting in the dark, being useless to everyone until someone rubs out your life.”

“Shut up,” Alwin said, his voice muffled by his pillow. 

“No. You need to hear this. This, Alwin, this is your moment. You can stay here and die, and no one will care. Or you can fight. You can do something that really matters; you can beat the Thieves Guild.” 

What on Gaia’s face is she talking about?

Alwin said into his pillow, “Fuck off.”


Chapter 24: Dressing the Part

Remus didn’t bring a suit. He only had one left over from when he met Queen Vael, and he left that back in Celestall City thinking it’d be superfluous for a dungeon dive. Fortunately, Mayor Donegal arranged for her assistant to send him one—alongside a basic men's makeup kit. Remus had no idea how to apply it. 

Unfortunately, Misty did. She was enthusiastic, too. “Stop fidgeting, or your tears are going to be uneven. Do you want to look ridiculous?” 

“Tears?” 

“Tears are in,” Misty said with a happy bounce. “Besides, with those cheek bones it’s a crying shame not to have a few tears, ya know?” 

“Just promise that when this is over, I won’t look ridiculous.” 

“You didn’t want to look ridiculous? Then why did you let me do your makeup?” Misty tilted her head like a bird. 

“What?” 

Remus grabbed the hand mirror, having a gander at his face. It was… surprisingly normal. “Huh?” Misty had given him an under-eye liner with tiny wings and a teardrop under each eye. The lipstick was a small stain, and that was it. 

“You still can’t tell when I’m messing with you,” Misty said, tittering to herself. “Relax, I know makeup isn’t your thing. This is the least you can get away with when dealing with these high-society types, although calling Mayor Donegal that is like calling a Gota a dangerous monster.” 

Remus sighed, knowing she was right. He had asked around a little after Sharmane left. Mayor Donegal was the richest woman in town, but that was only because the town wasn’t very wealthy. If she were in a larger city, she’d be as unremarkable as she looked. Despite this, she had a reputation for being obsessed with appearances. Other people's, specifically. She herself always wore her famous grey suit and no makeup. For a woman so proud of her dark elf heritage, it was an odd choice. 

“Wait here, I’m going to change in the en-suite?” 


“Why?” Remus asked.

“Because I want to see your reaction to the finished product,” Misty said, wiggling her eyebrows as she closed the door on Remus. 

“Did you even bring a dress?” Remus called. She didn’t respond. He sat down on the bed, careful not to crease his suit. He was impressed Donegal got him a suit in his size, even if it was a little uncomfortable. He closed his eyes, embracing the peaceful atmosphere. He missed his other girlfriends, but it was nice to see Misty having fun. 

“Are you ready for me, Wolfy?” Misty stepped into the room, revealing her boot first as if she were in a cabaret show. Remus was impressed she managed to fit platforms in with everything else. 

“Come on out, I wanna see.” Misty lunged into the room, turning to face the wall and wiggling her butt at him. She then spun around, pressing her hands against the wall. 

She was wearing a traditional spiked corset with shoulder spikes that reached her ears and chains attaching to her detached sleeves and a latex pleated skirt with studs at the bottom. The whole thing was a clash of reds and blues, with mismatched platform boots completing the look. She continued the theme with her makeup; her lips split down the middle, alternating red and blue with her eyes contrasting them. “What do you think? I bet you wanna grab me and do dirty things with me, don’t you? I think we have time for a quick bang if you promise not to mess up my hair.” She touched her straight hair. 

She’s nervous. Misty always talked a lot, but when she was nervous, she got even faster. Remus sauntered up to her, stroking a stray lock out of her eyes. “You're breathtaking.”

Her eyes went wide. Her breath caught as she looked up at him. “That’s… you're meant to say something dirty. Jeez, don’t get all sweet on me.” 

Remus cupped her cheek and said, “I can’t help it. When you look like that, any guy would be taken. I don’t want to ruin it.” He kissed her cheek, lingering by her ear. Misty pouted, crossing her arms. “When we’re back tonight, I’m going to mess you up. You think you can wear something like that with no consequences? Tomorrow, you won’t be able to walk straight.” 

Misty stuck her tongue out, smiling widely. “Promise?” She cupped his bulge. “Oh, that’s a big promise.” 

Remus ran his hand up her silky stockings, feeling his willpower fading. “Maybe just a quick—”

A knock at the door ruined the mood. “Sir Remus of the Black Knights, Mayor Donegal sent me to guide you to her house.”


Chapter 25: The Musty Mothball 

“What a fucking loser,” Azula raged. Alwin had kicked them out after Azula’s attempt to motivate him failed. She tried a few more times before they left, but when he threatened to bring in the monsters, Iris knew it was over. Aeaea took them to the village's tavern, The Musty Mothball. The name was appropriate. Iris had seen abandoned houses with less dust. The dust motes in the air danced in the light beautifully, but the old furniture somehow had a steady layer of dust that constantly replaced itself even when they tried to wipe it down. 

“He’s not a loser,” Aeaea said with a frown. “He’s an amazing enchanter, and a good man. He’s been through a lot lately.” 

“Who hasn’t?” Azula took a swig of her drink, slamming it down on the table. “We were trying to help him. If he keeps doing this, he’s going to die.” 

“I don’t think he cares,” Iris said. Aeaea's face fell. “Sorry, but it’s true. He’s given up.”

Azula hesitated, calming significantly. “So, now what? If he’s planning to die, there’s nothing we can give him.”

“Unless we offer to kill him ourselves,” Iris said. Azula laughed; Aeaea glared at her. “Just a joke. We’re not killers.” Iris mentally added, usually.

“Alwin’s upset, but who wouldn’t be? He just needs some time to feel better,” Aeaea said. Iris looked at her sceptically.

“He didn’t look like he was improving.” 

“He will get better,” Aeaea said. “I can help him. He’s going to be fine.”

“Oh.” Iris grinned, leaning forward over the table. “I get it.” 

“What?” Aeaea broke eye contact, suddenly finding the floor very interesting. Her cheeks were flushed. 

“You like him,” Iris purred. Azula’s eyebrows rose as she realised it too. 

“We’re… we’re old friends. Of course I like him.” 

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Be honest, you're into our little faux lord, aren’t you?” Aeaea’s eyes scanned the room. There weren’t many other patrons in the tavern so early in the day. 

“Before all this starter… I thought we’d end up together,” she admitted dejectedly. “It was one of those things, you know? When I became a priestess of Circe and took my vow of nudity, he was so excited. He couldn’t keep his eyes to himself; it made me feel so beautiful. Then Bagsworth came, and everything went to the pits. But then he came back, and I was so sure he’d come around… but he didn’t.” 

“He’s depressed,” Iris said. 

“I know… and I’m willing to wait. Alwin is worth it.” Aeaea smiled to herself. “But I don’t know how to help him.” 

“You being there for him helps,” Azula said. Aeaea managed a weak smile. “Really, it does. I know things seem bad now, but sometimes people just need time.”

“Maybe. But then again, most people don’t have a gang of murders out to get them.” 

Iris and Azula shared a look. They were working for that gang of murders. They didn’t want to, but it was their only choice. “Alright, let’s do this. We’re figuring out a way to save Alwin,” Azula said. Aeaea’s eyes glistened hopefully. 

“Really?” 

“Really.”

“How?”

Azula deflated. “I don’t know.”


Chapter 26: Dinner with Mayor Donegal 

Mayor Donegal’s house was exactly what one would expect. It was big and perfectly cuboid, made of a greyish stone with minimal texture. The windows and doors were all perfectly symmetrical. It had a lawn split down the middle by a concrete path, with no flowers or plants other than manicured grass. A metal fence surrounded the manor, which their escort opened for them. A sign written in golden metal read Prominence Manor. 

Inside, it was no better. She had no mirrors or art, and the walls were all the same stone colour as the outside. They were led to a dining room where her staff were lined up along one wall. They all wore colourful outfits that otherwise resembled hers, emphasising how washed out she looked sitting alone at one end of the impractically large stone table. Remus had seen a handful of dungeons in his day, and this was by far the least pleasant. 

The escort guided Remus to his seat, which was across from Misty. Mayor Donegal was the only other diner sitting at the head of the table, oddly far away. Remus tried to take the seat from the escort, leading to a scuffle. “I’ll push your chair in for you, sir,” he explained. 

Remus saw Misty taking her seat and finally understood. Why on Gaia do I need someone to do that for me? Remus took his seat, muttering an awkward apology as he did. The escort left in silence. 

“Thank you for coming to meet me,” Mayor Donegal said, raising her voice to be heard. 

“Thanks for the invite. It’s been ages since I had some good grub,” Misty said, licking her lips. The staff filtered out of the room, quickly returning with a set of dishes. 3 staff members, including the escort, placed the dishes in front of them for the first course: soup.  3 more moved with them, holding out a spoon for each diner.

“What did you want to talk to us about?” Remus asked, taking the offered spoon. Once he took it, the staff member rushed to leave. Evidently, he had been waiting for Remus to do that and was behind his colleagues. 

“My apologies, Sir Remus. I fear you are unfamiliar with our customs. When you are invited to dinner, it’s improper to discuss business until the third course. Bitter business and sweet treats,” she said. Misty nodded, confirming this was a thing. “In the meantime, we’ll have some pleasant chatter about unimportant things to help us get to know each other. I hope this is acceptable.” 

“Sure. Sorry, I don’t do a lot of fancy meals,” Remus said. Mayor Donegal’s lips spread into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. 

“That’s quite alright; tell me: What sort of things are you used to?” 

The meal was less dull than Remus had feared. While she was as wordy as ever, Mayor Donegal was a good conversationalist. She enjoyed hearing the stories of Remus’ past adventures, taking a lot of interest in the details of his fights. All this despite not being a fighter of any kind herself. She claimed she enjoyed living vicariously through stories but had no desire to harm another person. 

“I can sympathise with that,” Remus said. 

“Oh?” Donegal raised an eyebrow. 

“It might be hard to believe after everything we said, but I consider myself a pacifist… that’s probably not the right word. But I mean, I don’t ever want to fight,” Remus said, trying to explain himself. 

“Yeah, Remus is super gentle,” Misty said. She tore a piece of meat off her fork. “Except when we bang, then he’s like a rampaging bull… in a sexy way.” 

“You have such a way with words, Misty. It is a shame your father proved to be of such lacking moral character; if things had gone differently, I’d like to imagine you would have become a poet,” Donegal said sincerely. 

“Nah, I could never do poetry. I suck at writing.” Misty stuck her tongue out with a thumbs down. The servants took away the main course efficiently. 

“Never say never. They say Lord Blacknoir never even picked up a pen until he was 30. If you have talent, it’s never too late to start a new vocation.” Donegal wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Perhaps that is something for you to consider as well, Remus. If you find the way you live your life now so abhorrent, you only need to stop.” 

“I don’t mind as long as I’m fighting monsters.” Remus shrugged. “And I’m good at it.”

“I know you are.” Dessert came, a tart each with a tiny spoon. “But to be frank, Remus. I don’t want the dungeon destroyed. I want you to report that it is beyond your capabilities.” 

“Eh? Are we discussing business now?” 

“It’s dessert,” Donegal said, taking a scoop out of her tart. 

“Oh. Um… why?” Remus was thrown, trying to figure out how she had arranged the conversation to allow her to transition into business talk so smoothly. 

“The dungeon is low-ranked, but preliminary reports indicate that it contains a multitude of rare materials.” The servants surrounded Remus with various reports filled with graphs and other things Remus did not understand. 

This woman's scary.

“If we were to set up an operation to harvest those materials, we could make fantastic profits.” The servants pointed to a trade plan discussing the needs of neighbouring Nexus. 

“But what about the spirits of the ancestors? Aren’t they causing issues for trade?” 

“Indeed, if you will excuse the pun, the ghosts are spooking the merchants.” Misty snorted. Remus didn’t get the joke. Maybe it was lost in translation. Elvish wasn’t his first language, although he considered himself fluent. “As it stands, Lady Darkclaw is reluctant to remove them for fear of upsetting the Ghastlite. It’s ridiculous. There’s less than 300 of them, yet we’re letting them ruin a business deal that could make this into a major trading hub. Doesn’t that infuriate you?” 

“No.” 

Mayor Donegal pursed her lips. “What about you, Misty? Surely you can see that we are squandering a rare opportunity that won’t come again.” 

“Huh?” Misty had her spoon hanging from her mouth. She had finished her entire tart. “Sorry, this business stuff is super boring, so I stopped paying attention.” 

Mayor Donegal turned back to Remus. “What about this situation gives you pause?” 

“Um… I spoke to Sharmane, and she told me a bit about the spirits and how much they mean to her people. Considering all of that, it’d feel wrong to help get rid of them. Especially if we don’t need to. I mean… it’s just money.” 

Donegal bent the spoon in her fist, her whole body tensing. “Just money?” 

“Yeah? It’s not like the dungeon is going to save lives or anything. You just want to sell stuff to alchemists, right?” 

Mayor Donegal put her spoon down. It had bent around each of her fingers, looking remarkably like a knuckleduster. “If you're not willing to discuss this seriously, there’s no point in continuing this conversation. Once you’ve finished your tart, you may leave.” 

She stood up, sweeping out of the room. The escort opened the door before she could reach it, then closed it behind her. Misty and Remus shared a look, both thinking the same thing. “Do you think she’d mind if I had her tart?” Misty asked. 

Maybe Misty wasn’t thinking the same thing as Remus.


Chapter 27: Dead Man Walking

“You said it yourself; the Thieves Guild isn’t going to leave me alone. I’m screwed,” Alwin said. He had turned up at The Musty Mothball after sunset for his breakfast. They tried to talk to him again when he put his order in, but so far, they weren’t having any more luck. Aeaea was glad that Azula and Iris were willing to help her, but she was still nervous that things would fall apart. 

“We have a plan. You're an enchanter; you can create a fake staff. By the time the Thieves Guild knows you’ve duped them, you’ll be long gone,” Azula explained. 

“The staff’s too valuable; if I try to run away, they’ll send someone after me,” Alwin said. His breakfast was a plate of monster meat; using the staff, he could force them to kill each other and then sell the meat to the tavern.  

“Then fight,” Azula said. “There’s got to be something worth protecting.”

Alwin’s eyes glinted over to Aeaea. “You don’t understand…” 

Aeaea reached out, taking his hand. “Then help us understand.” 

Alwin put his fork down. “I… I didn’t just find the staff.” 

“We know you stole it,” Azula said, rolling her eyes. She had agreed to help, but Aeaea still felt she was being harsher than she needed to be. 

“It’s worse…” Alwin drifted off. “I thought there was no other choice. If I didn’t make money quickly, he was going to kill my dad…” 

He did anyway, Aeaea thought, squeezing his hand. “Circe says that nothing is unforgivable.”

“For months I was a normal member of the Thieves Guild. We robbed people, but they were all rich. The way I saw it, they stole from the poor with taxes.” Alwin almost sounded proud as he talked about his time as a thief. “But I owed way too much money. So, I teamed up with a guy called Goldtooth... I don’t think that was his real name. I asked once, and he said he didn’t have any golden teeth… sorry, this doesn’t really matter. The point is that he’d heard rumours about a rich merchant who was gathering powerful magic items. I didn’t usually do merchants, but the money was good, really good, and I needed money. We decided we’d do it when he was out of the house, figured it’d be a simple in-and-out job, I’d done it loads of times before…”

Alwin lowered his head. Aeaea knew that look; the worst was yet to come. “Go on,” Aeaea said. She knew that if he didn’t continue soon, he would never finish the story. 

“I swear I tried to stop him. I really did.” Alwin was shaking. “... There was a girl. It must’ve been his daughter. She got mad and tried to stop us… Goldtooth didn’t want any witnesses.” Tears fell from Alwin’s eyes into his meal. 

“Alwin, it’s not your fault. No one’s responsible for anyone else’s sins, you should know that,” Aeaea said. Alwin shook his head. 

“That’s not the sin. I… I killed Goldtooth. I smacked him over the head with a brick, stole the staff and ran.” 

“He was a bad person,” Azula said forcefully. “It’s okay to kill someone if it’s to protect others.” 

“That’s not what I was doing,” Alwin said. He shook his head, oozing shame. “Goldtooth had already killed her, and he said we’d split the loot. I thought he didn’t deserve any so… I thought I was doing the right thing to protect my dad…” Aeaea knew the rest of the story. After he came back, he found his father dead and had an altercation with Bagsworth, whom he also killed.

“Bagsworth was a piece of shit too,” Azula said. “The world is better off without them. Look, being a pacifist is great and all, but sometimes the only way to settle things is permanently. You shouldn’t be punished for that.” 

Iris took Alwin’s other hand. “I killed someone once. It was complicated, like your story. I don’t think it’s as simple as things being right or wrong. Life isn’t black and white.” Aeaea didn’t point out that as far as Circe was concerned, life was black and white. She taught that there was always a correct choice; one merely had to balance the good and evil and decide. She could see that what Iris was saying was working. “You want to punish yourself, and maybe you deserve it. But the people who care about you don’t. They want you to live and be happy. You owe it to them to at least try.” 

Aeaea smiled when Alwin looked at her again, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. She nodded, deciding that Circe would forgive the minor blasphemy as it did more good than bad. “You think that I should make the fake staff?” 

“I do,” Aeaea said. Alwin wiped his eyes. 

“Fine. I’ll do it.”


Chapter 28: Azula and Iris’ Celebration 

Iris was nervous when they booked a room at The Musty Mothball; its hygiene left much to be desired, but Aeaea had no spare rooms, and that meant their only other choice was camping. They were pleasantly surprised to find that the room was clean, even if the furniture was a little dated. It even had an enchanted shower that conjured hot water. 

Iris was in heaven when she left the shower. It had been days since she felt properly clean. The curtains were closed, so she came out naked, hoping to give Azula a surprise. Iris ended up being the one surprised. 

Azula was kneeling on the floor with her hands in front of her. She had on a collar and leash, with a dog ear headband. A strappy harness emphasised her tits, squeezing them deliciously, and a fluffy tail hung out from her ass. Azula beamed when she saw Iris, raising her hands like a puppy. “Mistress is home. I’m so happy. I’ve made myself a bitch for you.” She wagged her tail, the furry toy swishing back and forth as she shook her ass. 

Iris’s pussy came to life in an instant. “I’m going to make you my bitch,” she said, stepping forward so Azula’s face was directly in front of her wet slit. Azula stuck her tongue out, panting. She was so close that Iris could feel her breath against her wetness. 

“Can I lick your pussy, Mistress?” Iris stroked her hair, grinding against Azula’s face, leaving a wet imprint behind. 

“You want it, don’t you?” 

“I do. I want it so bad.” Iris bent down, spreading her legs wide and pressing her tits against Azula’s. She rubbed their nipples together, loving the sound of Azula’s whimper. “Please, I’ll be a good bitch for you.” 

Iris held her chin between her thumb and index finger, making her look up at her. Azula was melting from her touch, ready to submit in an instant. “You’re mine.” She took her leash. “Now, follow me.” 

Iris made a point of walking towards the door to their room. No one would be upset if she fucked Azula in public; such things weren’t unheard of as long as proper precautions were made. Azula’s panting got louder with each step. Iris walked slowly, drawing out the moment. She turned before the door, sitting on the bed, she spread her legs wide. Azula buried her face between Iris’ legs, smelling her excitement. “So beautiful.”

“I know,” Iris said, letting her arrogance show. “Taste it.” 

“Thank you, Mistress.” Azula ran her tongue around the edges. The tingling sensation made Iris squirm. Azula smirked up at her as she worked. She knew exactly what she was doing. She was drawing it out, making Iris wait. Iris wasn’t patient. She grabbed Azula’s hair, pulling on it roughly, forcing her to look at her. “Ah, Mistress.” 

“You begged to eat my cunt,” Iris said. “Don’t waste this opportunity, or you won’t get another tonight.” 

“Yes, Mistress. I’m sorry, Mistress. I was a stupid bitch.” Azula’s expression morphed into one of naked arousal. “You should punish me for forgetting who’s the alpha.” 

Iris shook her head. “So transparent.” She spat on Azula’s face, making her gasp. 

“Thank you for correcting my behaviour, Mistress.” The spit dripped down Azula’s face. Iris spat on her again, giving her a matching glob of spit on the other side. Azula tried to lick it as it slipped past her lips, grinning dumbly. 

Smack. Iris slapped her, the sound ringing around the room. Azula moaned. “I’ve been too generous, letting you act so arrogantly when you're just a dog.” 

“You have. Stupid bitches like me need to be put in their place.”

“You need to be muzzled.” Azula’s eyes sparkled. They’d brought this together back in Celestall City. Azula had been so cute, trying to act coy despite her obvious interest. “Go get it.” 

“Yes, Mistress.” Azula crawled away, swaying her hips so her tail swished as she went. She fetched it with her mouth, returning with the toy between her teeth. 

Iris took it, inspecting it casually. It was a double-ended dildo, with a harness halfway between the 2 ends. “Open.” She put one end in Azula’s mouth. It was the perfect length, deep enough to put pressure on her but not so big she risked gagging. She secured it in place with straps wrapped around her head. “Lie down. On the floor, bad bitches stay on the floor where they belong.” 

Azula nodded. The dildo covering her mouth stuck out proudly as she assumed the position. Iris climbed on top of her, hovering her wet snatch above the tip of the dildo. It wasn’t as big as Remus, but it’d still provide her pleasure. Especially knowing that she was riding the face of her bitch. “Mmm.” Azula’s attempt at speech was too muffled to make out any words. But Iris knew what she wanted. She wanted Iris to ride her face. 

“Stay still while I get off. If you're a good bitch, I might reward you later.” Iris lowered herself onto the dildo, sliding down its length slowly. Its (relatively) small size meant she could take it all straight away. Iris purred as it filled her, looming over Azula. “Ah, this is much better. This is what we should’ve done right away. Riding your face feels so good.” 

Azula’s humiliated blush spurred Iris on. She felt her inner sadist coming out, driven by a desire to humiliate the masochist below her. She raised her hips, then slammed them down. She laughed at Azula as she fucked her face, her juices dripping onto her. 

“Look at the little doggy, are you getting turned on by this? I bet you are. You're such a filthy slut.” Iris grabbed her own tits, crying out in joy. “Watch me get off.” Azula’s eyes were glued to Iris' body. She loved the show. She loved being used. And Iris loved using her. Iris groaned as the pleasure built, struggling to contain herself. “This is so much fun. Fucking your face is making me feel so good.”

Her juices were all over Azula’s face, and more kept coming. Iris whined as she felt herself falling over the edge. She squeezed her tits one last time, then squirted out her release, spraying Azula right in the face. When she was done, she slumped over, looking at her soaking wet slut?

“Did you enjoy that, bitch?” 

Azula’s response was too muffled to understand but sounded suspiciously like a bark. Iris got off the toy, unstrapping it and taking it off the wet woman. 

“I asked you a question.” 

“Woof, it was so much fun, Mistress. Thank you for using me to get off,” Azula said, sticking her tongue out and licking some of Iris’ cum off her face. Iris couldn’t resist, leaning over she kissed her wet girlfriend, tasting herself on her lips. Azula returned to kiss eagerly, their tongues rolling around each other. 

“You're a good doggy,” Iris said. She ran her hand over Azula’s body, feeling her tits. She trailed her fingers around them, making Azula’s nipples harden. “Does my doggy want a reward?” 

“Woof!” 

“Oh, has my doggy forgotten how to speak? Such a dumb doggy.” Iris pulled on Azula’s nipple, making her hiss. “But dumb doggies need rewards too.” 

“Woof! Woof!” 

“Okay, here’s your reward!” Iris sat on Azula’s face, pressing her wet cunt against her lips. 

“Woof!” Azula started licking, perfectly content for her reward to be eating Iris out. Iris had other ideas. She arranged herself in a 69 position, licking Azula’s exposed slit. 

“Ha, I never get sick of the taste of this cunt,” Iris said. “But I’ve got more in mind than just tasting you.” 

She grabbed the discarded double-ended dildo; both sides were still soaking wet. She put the side she rode inside Azula, licking her clit as she fucked her. “Ah, fuck. Yes. Give me both.”

“Bad doggy, don’t speak out of turn.” She bit Azula’s inner thigh, making her gasp. 

“Your teeth feel so good, Mistress.” Iris smirked, licking her wet lips. She kissed and nibbled her way up Azula’s thigh until she was at her pussy lips. Taking one between her teeth, she tugged on it hard. With her pussy spread open, she fucked her extra hard, watching as the dildo disappeared inside her girlfriend. 

“Does the dildo I fucked feel good inside you, doggy?” Iris asked, spitting on her cunt. 

“It feels amazing. I love knowing we get fucked by the same cock.” Azula made Iris yelp when she wormed her tongue inside her. Azula was wild, her tongue was everywhere as she pleasured Iris. Iris wanted to make Azula cum first. Even using the dildo to fuck her, Iris struggled to keep up. “You're going to cum again, aren’t you, Mistress? This doggy is making your cunt feel good.” 

Iris rocked her hips, shamelessly smearing her pussy against Azula’s lips. “You are,” Iris whined. “But you're going to cum too. I won’t be satisfied unless I make you cum like the stupid cunt you are.” Azula’s cunt tightened when Iris insulted her. She’s too easy, Iris thought with a smirk. “Do you like knowing you're inferior to me? Does it turn you on being a cheap hole for me to fuck?” 

“Fuck yes. Don’t stop. Be meaner. I deserve to be humiliated,” Azula purred. She wrapped her arms around Iris’ waist, pulling her flush against her face. Her hands dug into Iris’ butt cheeks, holding onto them with her full strength. 

“So pathetic. Only the dirtiest sluts beg to be humiliated. But I’m not surprised. You're a slutty doggy, it’s only natural you’d be filthy.” Iris punctuated her words by suckling on Azula’s clit, her tongue lashing against it furiously. 

“Ha! Mistress, I can’t hold on any longer. I’m going to cum!”

“Do it. Cum. Cum like the dirty cunt you are.” Azula’s whole body shook as the pleasure ran through her. She moaned into Iris’ cunt, pressing it into her face. Iris ground against her, using her like a literal sex toy as she got off. It made it even better for Azula. When she was done, Iris pulled the dildo out of her, grinning cruelly. “Look what a mess you’ve made.” 

The dildo was dripping wet with Iris and Azula’s combined cum. Azula’s eyes widened at the sight. “I’m sorry, Mistress. I couldn’t help it. My whorish body is too weak.” 

“Tongue out.” Azula let her tongue rest on her chin, struggling to fight the huge grin overtaking her features. Iris rubbed the dildo on her tongue and face. “Taste yourself. You covered my dildo with your disgusting cum, so now you’ve got to clean it.” 

Azula was panting for breath as Iris slapped her with the dildo, her senses filled with the smell and taste of her own cunt. “Yes. I deserve this. I’m such a whore.” Iris wrenched her jaw open, then shoved the dildo inside. Azula suckled on it instinctively with a look of pure ecstasy on her face. 

When the dildo was finally cleaned, Azula looked an absolute mess, her face covered in a combination of squirt, her own cum and spit. “Did you enjoy that, darling?” Iris asked. Azula giggled. 

“So much! I knew I’d like being a doggy, but I never thought I’d like it that much! We’ve got to do that again.” 

“We will,” Iris promised. She knew they were both thinking about how much fun it would be if Remus were there to dominate them both. “We’ll need a second pair of ears. But for now…” Iris took the ears from Azula, putting them on her own head. “It’s my turn to be the bitch.”

Azula sat up, shaking herself off, her tits jiggling fantastically. “In that case, you’ll need a tail.” She rolled onto her hands and knees, showing off the tail buttplug nestled between her cheeks. “Take it out for me, bitch.” Iris grinned, seeing Azula was already getting into character. She reached for the tail, but Azula slapped her hands away. “What kind of bitch uses their hands?” 

Iris licked her lips, feeling her arousal skyrocket. Being a sadistic domme was fun, but she needed to be dominated too. She took the tail between her lips, feeling the fur between her teeth. With a firm tug she freed it, the metal plug dangling against her boobs. “Hmm, what’s more appropriate: having you clean it with your mouth”—Iris liked the sound of that—“or putting it straight in your ass?” Iris couldn’t pick. Both were so wonderfully degrading. “Oh, that’s it. I know exactly what to do. Ass up, face down, bitch.”

Iris was more than happy to plant her face against the ground, spreading her cheeks wide open to show off her tight hole. Iris cried out when she felt something hot and wet pushing inside her. Looking back, she confirmed that Azula was eating her ass. Her tongue was as hot as ever and felt sublime as it dug into her. Iris closed her eyes, focusing entirely on the wondrous sensations the other woman was giving her. “Yes. Your tongue feels so good inside me.” 

“I’m just warming you up,” Azula drawled. Iris felt the buttplug pressing against her hole, stretching her around it. Iris purred as it entered her, her ass clinging around it. “There, now you're a bitch.” Azula smacked her ass. 

“Hehe, yes, Mistress. I’m your silly doggy.” Iris shook her ass experimentally, watching her tail swish back and forth. “Command me, Mistress.” 

Azula strutted around her. She was naked except for her harness but somehow made that seem more commanding than anything else she could wear. “Kiss my foot.” Iris rushed to obey. “Good doggy.” She ran her tongue over her foot. “Now, earlier there were 2 options: you could taste my ass or have it in your ass. You thought I made a decision, but… I’ve always preferred having it both ways.” Azula twisted around, spreading her cheeks. “Time for you to have a taste.” 

Iris swallowed the spit in her mouth. Licking Azula’s rosebud was so degrading; she only had one question. “Can I rub my worthless cunt while I taste it, Mistress?” 

Azula’s laughter made her feel wonderfully small. “Go ahead.”

Iris dived in, burying her nose between her cheeks and her tongue even deeper. The taste hit her right away, making her salivate even more. Were asses supposed to taste delicious? She supposed it made sense; the goddesses must have made them that way. She used both hands to masturbate, one rubbing her clit while the other worked her insides, acting as a fake dick. Her juices flowed freely; she was desperate with desire. “That’s it. Use that tongue for what it’s made for: pleasing the asses of your superiors.” 

Yes. I exist to serve you, Mistress. Iris felt giddy with arousal. She was having so much fun, her mind, body, and soul all submitting to Azula. Use me. Hurt me. Do whatever you want. I belong to you. 

“Mmm,” Azula purred. “You're a good ass-eater. I think you might even make me cum.” Iris wanted nothing more. Her pussy burned with desire, but if she could trade it for Azula’s pleasure she would in a heartbeat. “That’s it. Right there. Work that ass.” 

Azula was twerking against her face, losing herself in bliss. “Please, cum for me, Mistress. I want to be a good ass slut.” 

“Yes.” Azula threw her head back, her body quivering as the ecstasy took her. She turned around with a proud grin. She said, “Good doggy. And you got yourself so wet too.” Azula put her foot between Iris’ legs. Iris sat back, giving her access to her intimate place. “You want to cum too, don’t you?” 

“Woof!” 

“Hehe, so desperate.” Azula ground her heel against Iris’ cunt. “So small and weak.” Iris bit her lip, struggling to keep her moans in. “Don’t suppress your moans. I want to hear how pathetic you are, getting off from me stepping on your pussy.” 

“Ha!” As soon as she stopped fighting it, her voice slipped out. Azula capitalised on it brutally, pressing harder and moving her foot with impossible skill. Iris felt helpless as Azula made her squirm using only her foot. 

“Cum.” A harsh order. It struck Iris’ core; before she knew it, she was screaming as she squirted against Azula’s foot. She felt tears streaming down her face as the intense pleasure overwhelmed her. Azula kept working on her, making the orgasm last until she couldn’t take it anymore and collapsed on the floor. When she was done, Azula towered over her. “Not a bad trick. Not many bitches can cum on command.” 

“Thank you, Mistress.” 


“Let’s see if you can do another trick.” Azula raised her foot, hovering it over Iris’ face. It was dripping with her squirt. “Clean.” 

Iris ran her tongue along the foot, tasting herself all over it. She slipped her tongue between the toes, suckling as she moved from one to the other. The whole time she looked up at Azula, showing her how much she had submitted, how obedient she was. She didn’t stop until she had licked every last toe, arch and bend of the foot. When she was done, Azula smiled down at her. 

“Is that enough, doggie?” 

“Yes.” Iris got up with a dumb grin. “Thanks for that.” 

“I should be thanking you. That was a lot of fun.” They got into bed together, cuddling. Their arms and legs tangled together as they rested their foreheads against each other. For a moment, everything was perfect. “Do you think Remus is okay?” 

“Thinking about Remus, hmm? You're going to make me jealous,” Iris teased. “I’m sure he’s okay. He can’t be having more trouble than we are.” 

“I hope so.”


Chapter 29: The Altar

“I had the weirdest meal with Mayor Donegal yesterday,” Remus said. He was at breakfast with Sharmane; they were back in the Slop Shack enjoying the early morning sun. This early in the morning the heat was tolerable. It had been decided that they’d set out that afternoon. Lady Darkclaw had arranged for his bags to be packed for him, so he had nothing to do. 

Sharmane scoffed. “Ugh, that hag. What did she want?” 

Remus told her about the meeting. Sharmane grew increasingly irate as he gave her details and made no attempt to hide her animosity for the other woman. 

“I can’t stand her. She thinks that everything has a price. It’s repulsive.” Sharmane spat on the floor. “She has no respect for the Ghastlite or our history.” 

“It doesn’t matter. Darkclaw said she wants the dungeon tamed either way. She was pissed that Donegal tried to get me to lie,” Remus said, sipping his coffee. He was growing to love the stuff.  

“Maybe she’ll finally make her step down,” Sharmane said. 

“I wouldn’t count on it.” Darkclaw made no secret of her dislike for the woman, but Remus knew she had a frosty relationship with a lot of her mayors and subordinate lords. 

“Shame.” 

“Where’s Misty, by the way? I thought she was going to join us,” Sharmane said. Remus took another sip to hide his smirk. 

“She’s recovering.”

“Ah.” Sharmane nodded seriously. “I can understand that. Those dinners can be exhausting. As long as she’s feeling hale enough when we enter the dungeon, we won’t have any issue. Well, that’s fine. For now, I’ll show you.” 

“Show me?” 

“So far, you’ve only seen the Abre side of the city. You showed your moral fibre turning down Donegal’s bribe, but I think it’s important that you understand what it is you're fighting for. If you are willing, I’d love to show you around the Ghastlite district.” 

They went as soon as they were done with breakfast, taking a punt across the river. It was bizarre how different it felt, despite being literally a stone's throw away from the rest of Ghastabre. Everything was calmer. Weavers and sellers sat in front of their shops, minding their own business. A few people wandered about doing their shopping, holding wicker baskets filled with goods. As he walked through the town, Remus noticed that several of the women and a few of the men stopped what they were doing to stare at him. 

“Why’s everyone doing that?” Remus asked. 

“Doing what?” 

“Staring at me.” 

Sharmane guffawed. “Orcs are not like dark elves. When we see something that we like, we make no attempt to hide our interest.” 

“What?” 

Sharmane smirked up at him. “You're a muscular giant with strong features.” She punched him in the chest. “They are attracted to you.” 

“Oh.” Remus blushed, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. His girlfriends telling him he was attractive was one thing; he’d never had such general admiration before. Orcish beauty standards must be different.

“Have you met any of the ancestors yet?” Sharmane asked. 

“I saw one when I first arrived,” Remus said.  

“Come with me.” Sharmane took his hand, leading him through the streets confidently. Remus noted they weren’t the only ones holding hands. Almost everyone was touching someone else; some were cuddling as they went about their business. She took him to a large dug-out area of the mountain, with strange symbols carved into the ground. At the far end was an altar with a small fire burning. The scent of burning wood hung in the air. Around the altar were 2 bowls of fresh water. 

“Is this a temple?” 

“Yes. Before they went extinct, the Spirit-Whisperer clan could commune with the spirits using this altar,” Sharmane explained. She stepped down carefully, offering Remus a hand to join her. As he entered the temple, he felt a shift in the background mana. “The ancestors' shrine is a special place. We do not permit everyone to enter. Only those we respect may visit.”

“Thank you, I promise I’ll show it the proper respect.” 

Sharmane nodded stiffly, leading him into the centre of the temple. “Nowadays, no one exists who can commune with spirits. I had hoped that with time I would discover the way, but alas, I have been met with failure. The knowledge died with the Spirit-Whisperer clan.” 

“Then why do you still maintain this temple?” It all seemed so odd. They were doing so much to idolise and remember a group of people long since dead. 

“A fair question. The thing is: they are still my ancestors. We may not be directly related, but they are all part of the tribe.” A spirit drifted into the temple, moving around purposefully as if searching for something. Sharmane followed it with her eyes. “But being a Ghastlite is not about blood. It’s about our shared culture and traditions. If we were to stop and abandon the ancestors, then no one would know who they were or what they stood for.” 

The spirit drifted away, floating up into the sky. “It must be difficult, trying to maintain your traditions…”

“It is. I fear that as the world changes; we are slowly being forgotten. Once, there were thousands of us; we dominated this region. Now, we are the minority in our own capital, subordinate to a lord who knows nothing of our beliefs.” 


“I think Lady Darkclaw is trying to understand.”

“She tried, but she is not our lord and has no desire to be one of us.” Sharmane pulled him towards the altar. “I showed her the altar. She was not cruel; however, she did not understand its significance. I could tell from the way she looked at it. To her, it means nothing.” Sharmane put her hand on the altar, indicating for Remus to do the same. 

Remus was surprised to find it was warm to the touch. Sharmane closed her eyes, humming. Remus closed his eyes, listening. She kept humming, her deep voice reverberating through his body. 

Sharmane said, “This is the song of our ancestors. We all learn it when we are young; it has no lyrics, but it is the melody of my people.” Her humming grew louder, taking on an almost metallic tone. It was strong and violent, yet somehow gentle at the same time. It felt natural, yet unnatural. When it was over, he opened his eyes. 

Sharmane's eyes were locked on his own. “That was nice,” Remus said. It felt trite, but he couldn’t think of anything better to say. 

“Sing with me,” Sharmane said.

“I don’t know the tune.” 

“Do not fret. The tune is not important; what matters is the intent and the respect for those who used to rule this land. This is a song we use to focus our minds, to connect with the world around us. We do not seek to dominate it, but to work with the world to achieve our goals.” She hummed again, not taking her eyes off Remus. Remus joined in, hesitant at first. As time passed, he found himself getting into it, feeling a greater sense of how the melody should progress. Remus felt a strange sense of synergy, as if he could truly understand the song. It was a tale of war and nature, the desire to dominate the world around oneself while at the same time embracing that which the earth provides. The warm feeling suffused Remus' body, his mind wandering as the song washed over him. 

Sharmane danced as they sang. Remus felt mana swirl around them as she moved, her moves flowing smoothly into the next like waves on the ocean. He imitated her. He couldn’t manipulate the mana with the finesse she could. He was only faintly aware of it. It was like seeing a masterpiece in the dark, knowing there’s something beautiful that you cannot fully appreciate. Nonetheless, the beauty was still there. Remus was glad to experience it. 

They drifted off, and Sharmane smiled. Without saying another word, she guided him out of the temple.


Chapter 30: The Ghastlite District

Sharmane was pleased with how things were going with Remus. His understanding was still shallow, but he showed a genuine affinity for the ancestors. Sharmane could feel his conviction. She decided to show him some of the other aspects of the district. 

“You changed your outfit from the last time we met, did you not?” Sharmane asked, rapping her knuckles against his shirt. 

“The gambeson was too hot; I’ll wear proper armour when we go up the mountain,” Remus said. Sharmane grinned. 

“Gambeson is for dark elves; they live in the cold, so it is suitable.” She took him into an unmarked hut; to an outsider, it would appear the same as any other. Inside, Gorra was working on some hides. “Gorra, you look fatter every time I see you.” 

Gorra turned to her, her belly quaking as she laughed. “You must need something. You never compliment me unless you do.” Gorra was one of Sharmane’s oldest friends. She was an orc with a huge belly and long tusks. While she was ill-suited to being a warrior, she had proven herself an adept hide worker. Her eyes rolled over Remus like he was a piece of meat. “Who is this?” 

“I’m Remus; it’s great to meet you.” They greeted each other with a barge. She managed to stay standing, just. 

“What a man!” She took a step back to catch herself. Sharmane repeated the gesture with her. “He’s got a harder barge than you, Sharmane.” 

“Maybe I’m taking it easy on you because you're an old lady.” 

“There’s the bitch I know and tolerate,” Gorra said, laughter filling her voice. “By the way, handsome, I’m only 9 months older than her. Yep, this young lady is still prime breeding stock.” 

“Um… what?” Remus panicked. Sharmane slapped his back; foreigners often struggled with orcish flirting. 

“Oh, don’t be so shy. I bet you could take me in a fight,” Gorra said, giving his muscles a squeeze. Sharmane covered her mouth, fighting the urge to laugh as Remus got progressively more uncomfortable. This wasn’t her plan, but it was hilarious. “A warrior like you should be challenging women every day. I bet you could have a mighty harem.” 

“Oh, I do,” Remus said, scratching his cheek. 

“Of course you do.” Gorra licked her lips. “I bet you’ve got women lining up to take you on.”

“I’ve been very lucky to meet some amazing women,” Remus said. He looked at Sharmane for help. She decided to put him out of his misery. 

“Remus here needs a new undercoat. The bloody fool came to me yesterday wearing a gambeson jacket.” 

“Gambeson!” Gorra bounced back as if Remus was made of shit. “You call yourself a warrior. You should’ve come to me immediately!”

“I never called myself a warrior—”

“No excuses. You should be ashamed of yourself.” Gorra swept out of the room. “What’s your basic size? Double X-L or triple?” 

“Basic size?” Remus asked. 

“Get him a triple. He’s beefy," Sharmane said, giving him a flirtatious grin. Remus nodded blankly.

Gorra returned with a massive undercoat. “This here is made of Frost Gota fur, feel it.” She grabbed Remus, making him touch it. “Cool to the touch. It stays that way even here; now imagine that when you're fighting. Pretty awesome, huh?” 

“It is.” Remus put on the coat, the white material bulging around him. 

“It’s thick. Check this out.” Gorra punched him in the gut. Remus recoiled, then stopped. “Didn’t feel a thing, did you? That’s how good this stuff is!”

“Wow, thanks.”

“Move about a bit. Check the fit.” Remus lifted his arms over his head. At Gorra’s behest, he went through a series of poses while she fussed over him. 

“It fits well.” 

“I’d prefer to adjust it.”

“No time,” Sharmane said. “We’ll take it.” 

“Who’s paying?” Gorra asked with a knowing grin. 

“I’m paying, but it doesn’t mean anything,” Sharmane said firmly. “He doesn’t have any local currency. He’ll pay me back later.” Gorra would accept Skulls, but Sharmane hated using dark elf coins. The proper currency in Ghastabre was Glass Dollars. 

“Sure, hun.” Gorra took the money, Remus wearing his new under armour out.

“What was that about?” Remus asked once they were outside. 

“Nothing. Normally only couples buy each other armour,” Sharmane said. “But it’s not a big deal. You’ll pay me back later, got it?” 

“Sure.” 

“Sharmane!” Sharmane turned, seeing Durz rushing towards them. Durz was a corpulent orc with strong muscles buried under thick fat; naturally, he was very popular with the ladies who admired his large belly and strong arms, although Sharmane rejected him when he tried to ask her out. He had tried to duel her to win her favour, and had his arm broken for his trouble. They were still friends, so she only broke one of his arms. “And… another.” 

“Hi, I’m Remus.” They grabbed each other, doing the barge. Durz put his full force into it but was unable to move Remus an inch. He rubbed his shoulder with a scowl before repeating it with Sharmane. Sharmane noted that his cheap cologne was extra potent today. 

“Why is there a Black Knight in Ghastlite?” Durz demanded. Sharmane rolled her eyes. 

“He’s on my team for the dungeon crawl.” 


“What? You're going through with that.” 

“Obviously.” Durz was going to be her teammate, but he backed out in an attempt to get the mission called off. “The ancestors want to live in the mountain; we need to clear the dungeon.” 

“Clearing the dungeon will only encourage them. We need to fight.” Durz glared at Remus. “Before they take over.”

“Look, I don’t really get what’s going on here,” Remus said. “But I’m here to help. It’d be nice if we could be friends.” 

Durz snarled. “Patronising bugger.” He rubbed his bald head. “Whatever.” He pushed past them, hitting Remus with his shoulder as he left. 

“He seems angry,” Remus said, watching him walk away. 

Sharmane snorted. “Don’t worry about Durz. He’s harmless.”


Chapter 31: Mount Ghast

Mount Ghast’s dungeon was located halfway up the mountainside. Even reaching its entrance required a long hike up a winding path. Lady Darkclaw’s Black Knights had cleared the area outside the dungeon of any monsters. This meant the journey up the mountain was not dangerous, although it was physically demanding.

Misty had spent her entire life in Celestall City. She was used to long climbs. But when she climbed the towers, it was endless stairs she had to contend with. Climbing up the face of a mountain was different. The air in the plains was fresh, but this made it feel dirty by comparison. The mountain air was crisp but warm. Misty could get used to it. 

What was weird was that Sharmane told them not to pack anything warm. Mount Ghast didn’t get colder near the top; the same heat that kept the city so hot meant that it was warm all the way to the top. Misty was climbing a mountain in a bikini and feeling good (she’d wear armour in the dungeon). 

“You really fought Scorpio of the 12 zodiacs?” Sharmane asked. 

“That’s right. We totally kicked its ass,” Misty said, giving a thumbs up. 

“Remarkable. The zodiacs are said to be nearly unstoppable, limited only by the strength of their caster. It’s sad to think that something so powerful has ended up in the hands of a common criminal,” Sharmane said. She was wearing a purple bikini that only covered the essentials; orcs were a lot more liberal with their clothes. She’d brought her staff with her and was using it as a walking stick. “I would like to fight it someday.”

“You want to fight a monster that can kill you with a single sting?” Remus asked. 

“I would not enjoy a street fight. That’s suicidal. But a duel would be cool.” 

They reached a plateau, all of them silently agreeing to take a break. Misty threw her bag on the ground, stretching her arms over her head. From their position, they could see the entirety of Ghastabre and the Rainfall River as it cut across the landscape before disappearing over the horizon. They could even see some settlements hugging the river further down. “Nice view, huh?” Sharmane said, smirking. “I’ve seen it 100 times if I’ve seen it once, yet it never gets old.” 

“Are those human cities?” Remus asked, pointing north. 

“On the right is Nexus, that village is Calburg. I’ve been there a couple times. It’s alright, but kind of a one-horse town,” Sharmane said. She pointed further down the river. “That one over in the distance is Musclehaven. It’s way cooler.”

“Is it in Twilsis?” 

“Nowadays, yeah. It used to be an independent tribe, but Morshel kicked the warlord's ass, so he submitted. I was there when it happened. She seriously brutalised him; there was blood everywhere.” Sharmane’s grin faded when she saw Remus’ horrified expression. “Don’t worry, Warlord Urag isn’t a sore loser. When it was over, he swore loyalty to her, so Morshel let him stay a warlord.” 

“Orcish politics sure are different,” Misty said. “I mean, could you imagine if every time a dark elf wanted to seize power it resulted in a long, drawn-out fight where a bunch of people got beaten and bloodied… oh wait!” Misty laughed manically. Sharmane joined her. Remus stayed silent, staring out at the cities. 

“Do you think there’s another way?” he asked in a whisper. 

“What do you mean?” Misty asked. 

“All this fighting over who’s in charge. All this death, for no good reason. Do you think it could be different?”

“Mayor Donegal was elected by the people,” Misty said. 

“Mayor Donegal is a massive bitch. If we’d fought like I suggested, we wouldn’t be in this mess now.” Sharmane flexed her muscles. “It’s the way things have always been. The strong lead and the weak follow. Nothing's going to change that.” 

Remus frowned at Sharmane. “Maybe you're right.”

“Hey, don’t go sulking. Your lady is the one in charge right now. The way I see it, that means you’re winning,” Sharmane said.

“I wouldn’t call this winning.” He turned, walking further up the path. 

“What’s the matter with him?” Sharmane said. 

I shouldn’t have brought it up, Misty thought. She ran after Remus. “Hey, don’t be all frowny. Yeah, you beat my da—Tibalt up. But it wasn’t a bad thing. He’s a total dick-weasel and deserved it.” 

“I know.” Remus glanced at the cities again. “It’s like I’m destined to fight forever.” 


“Sounds like a good life to me,” Sharmane said, misreading the mood. “You fight, then you fuck. What more could you want from life?” 

“Peace.” 

Sharmane blew a raspberry. She said, “Peace is what the oppressors call it when the oppressed can’t fight back.”

“Yeesh, that’s bleak,” Misty said. “I like cynicism as much as the next gal, but sometimes peace is, you know, peaceful. It can mean that everyone is able to live the way they want, so they have no reason to beat the crap out of each other.” 

Sharmane grunted. Remus smiled at Misty. “You can be pretty clever sometimes,” he said, stroking her cheek. Misty blushed at the contact, unsure what to do. 

It felt nice. It used to feel nice when Tibalt stroked my cheek. Misty grimaced. Remus withdrew his hand. 

“Sorry.” 

“No, it’s fine. I just thought about something… it doesn’t matter. Let’s keep climbing.” Misty grabbed her bag, heading up the mountain. “Come on, slowpokes.”


Chapter 32: Delve 

It’s considered bad luck to linger outside a dungeon. As soon as they found its entrance, they began their dungeon crawl, even though the sun had set. It’s not like they’d get any natural light in the dungeon. They stopped briefly so they could don their armour, then headed in. It was dark inside. They each lit a torch for light as they made their way through the tunnel system. Remus was glad he had his new undershirt; the dungeon was as hot as the city. 

“This is going to sound weird, but dungeons are super pretty,” Misty said, turning her head like a bird. “You guys can’t see it, but there’s mana everywhere, and it's moving so much.”

“You should be focusing on searching for monsters,” Sharmane said. 

“I can multitask.” Misty’s eyes were glued to the ceiling as they walked. “Besides, we’ve not seen a single monster since we got here. This dungeon is a total dud.” 

“Never underestimate a dungeon,” Remus said. “Even weak ones can kill you if you're not careful.”

“Blah, blah, blah. Come on, be honest. This dungeon sucks. I was hoping to fight a dragon or something.” 

“We do not want to fight a dragon,” Remus said. 

“Speak for yourself,” Sharmane said. She flexed her muscles, grinning. “I’ve been looking for a proper challenge. Why do you think I agreed to do this?” 

“To help your people?” 

“I can multitask.” Remus struggled to not smile. They weren’t taking this seriously at all. 

They reached a 3-way fork in the tunnel. Remus didn’t break stride. They had no map, so it didn’t make a difference which way he went. Everything flashed dark for a moment. When it was done, Remus turned, seeing his companions were unaffected. Weird. He kept walking, Misty and Sharmane following behind him in silence. 

“Do you think we should make a map or something?” 

No response. 

Remus glanced over his shoulder. They were gone. Did I go down the wrong path? He walked back up the path, searching for the wayward women. He figured they’d do the same thing and meet him at the fork. Except he couldn’t find the fork. The tunnel was straight with no detours, and no one else in it. 

“... fuck.” 

Dungeons sometimes did things like this. Most had linear paths that could be followed and mapped out. Others had paths that randomly changed and created tricky illusions to confuse anyone dumb enough to go inside them. Even experienced adventurers fell for the tricks. 

Now what? Remus sniffed the air, trying to find them. Or at least a way out. Then he saw it. A hulking brute of a monster blocking his path. It had razor-sharp teeth and claws, with soulless black eyes staring back at him. Its body was covered in a thick coat of brown fur. 

It was a werewolf. 

“What are you doing here?” Remus asked. His question would remain unanswered as the beast charged at him on its hands and feet, mouth foaming rabidly. Remus kicked its chin. It flipped over, landing on its back with a pained howl. “Calm down. You’ve lost control of your transformation. You need to focus and re-establish control over the wolf.” 

The werewolf whined, cowering before him. Remus sighed, relaxing for a second. That was all it needed. The beast reared up, scratching his armoured chest. Remus fell back with a grunt. It leapt onto him, pinning him to the ground and punching him repeatedly. The pain called on Remus to transform. He let the wolf take hold, hitting the creature with all his might. It was unmoved. 

The werewolf duo rolled around on the floor, struggling to overcome each other. It ripped Remus’ helmet off him, trying to bite his throat. Remus held it at bay, its teeth digging into his fingers. “Regain your sanity. Damn it, are you even trying?” Its soulless eyes locked onto Remus. A flash of recognition ran through his mind. “I know you.” 

He planted his feet on its chest, kicking it away. It landed like a cat, ready to pounce.


Chapter 33: He’s Back

“Look, I like hide-and-seek as much as the next girl. But I really don’t think that this is the appropriate place to play,” Misty said. She had been following Remus when he suddenly ran around a corner. She tried to follow him but somehow got turned around and now she couldn’t even find her way back to the entrance. “Remus? Sharmane? Anyone? Come on, I’m bored. This dungeon sucks. Come on, I don’t even care who it is. Just someone come out.” 

Misty found herself wishing a monster would appear. At least then she’d have something to do. 

“Ah, tempting fate.” Misty kicked a stone. Its clatter echoed down the hall, somehow louder than her voice had been. “Ugh.”

Misty heard footsteps in the distance. Without thinking, she took off in their direction. Why do those footsteps sound familiar? She thought. She got her answer when she rounded the corner. “Remus!” She took off towards him. “I was so worried we wouldn’t find each other. You went around the corner and then—”

Remus’ expression was as cold as ice. “What are you doing here?” 

“What are you talking about? We came here together,” Misty said. “Did you bump your head or something? If you did, I can kiss it better.” Misty made a kissing face. 

Remus recoiled in disgust. “No. Goddesses above, can you ever shut up for even a second?”

Misty’s breath caught. It felt like someone had reached into her chest and grabbed her lungs. “I’m sorry.” 

“Whatever. Help me find Sharmane.”

“Oh, um, yeah, I can totally do that.” Misty bounced on the spot. “She had a pretty unique aura, so should be easy to find if we get—”

“I don’t need an explanation,” Remus said icily. “Seriously, sometimes it’s better to be quiet.” 

“You seem kind of tense. Did something happen?” Misty asked hesitantly. Remus walked away from her; she rushed to keep up with him. 

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get this over with.” Misty felt the urge to talk but knew it would only make things worse. Misty lowered her head, staring at the ground as she walked. “Please tell me if I’ve done something wrong.” 

Remus glanced at her indifferently. “Just be quiet. You're annoying me.” They rounded another corner. “Here she is.” 

Misty raised her head, seeing the last person she expected. “Daddy?” 

“Hello, sweetheart,” Tibalt said, lips spreading into a grin. 

“But… I don’t understand. You were a zombie, and Azula destroyed you. You're like super dead.” 

Tibalt rolled his eyes. “I’m hardly surprised. You never were very bright. I imagine she’s driven you crazy, Remus.” 

“You have no idea,” Remus said, crossing his arms. 

“Hey! What’s going on? This doesn’t make any sense.” Misty stomped her foot. Tibalt smiled at her, revealing his rotting teeth. 

“Remus works for me, sweetheart. He always has. And now, he’s brought you to me.” Misty stepped back. Remus was grinning at her; his normally loving eyes filled with malice. 

“No,” Misty said. 

“Let’s get this over with,” he said, switching to his wolf form. 

“No. This… this doesn’t make any sense.” Misty took another step back, tripping on a rock, she fell on her ass. 

“It’s time to clean up my bloodline. Thank you for bringing her to me, Remus,” Tibalt said. He drew his sword, looking down at her disdainfully. 

Remus said, “It was my pleasure.” 

This doesn’t make any sense. It literally made no sense. The Tibalt she knew wasn’t even the real Tibalt. It was a zombie, one that Azula had destroyed. There was no way he could find an identical body, and even if he could, why would Remus work with him? All of this was nonsense. It was like a dream. A nightmare. The dungeon’s showing me my fears. It’s reading my mind somehow.

Misty was pissed. How dare the dungeon violate her privacy like that? It made her want to smash something. And fortunately, the dungeon had provided 2 perfect meat puppets for her to take her anger out on.


Chapter 34: Unworthy

Sharmane couldn’t believe it. After waiting so long to meet her bodyguards and jumping through so many hoops, she’d lost them within hours of starting the dungeon dive. She used her staff as a cane as she searched around. Dungeons were near-universally large, but a newly formed one could only be so big. It would need more time to grow. 

There were voices around the corner. She rushed to them, but she didn’t find her companions. Instead, she found spirits. “Huh, I didn’t think there were any ancestors left in the dungeon. Fear not. Soon I shall tame this dungeon, and the others will be able to roam freely once more.” She knew they wouldn’t understand her, but it made her feel better to speak. 

The spirits circled around her, inspecting her. She was used to this. The ancestors often investigated those they had not seen for a while. “She is an orc,” one said. Sharmane’s head snapped around so fast it hurt. 

“Did you just speak?” she asked. Spirits did not speak. At least, not to her. The Spirit-Whisperer clan had been the only ones that could commune with them. 

“Of course I spoke, stupid girl,” the spirit said. “We can all talk when we wish to.” 

Pride swelled in her chest. “It is an honour to speak with you, venerable—”

“She is not worthy,” the other spirit said. “One such as her has no place in the tribe. She should be exiled.” 

Sharmane’s mouth hung open. She tried to form a response but failed. The spirits shook their heads scornfully. 

“She is weak. She relies on outsiders to protect her,” the first one said. “She is of no use to the clan. She is a fake shaman.” 

“No. I… I could not commune with spirits until now, but I am not fake. I worked hard to understand our traditions and—”

“Such arrogance,” the other spirit said. “Those of inferior blood should remember their place. You are unworthy. Begone!” 

“No, this cannot be. I—”

“If you will not leave of your own volition, then we have no choice.” 

“Agreed.” The spirits exchanged a look, then pounced on her. 

The spirit punched her in the face. Sharmane stumbled back, horror and joy warring within her. “Please, you must understand. I mean no offence; I only wish to serve you. I’ll do anything you ask.” 

The spirits floated above her, grinning cruelly. “Then die.” Its ethereal hand turned as hard as steel as it lashed out. Sharmane squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the blow to connect. 

It didn’t. 

She risked a peek, seeing the spirit slumped against the ground. The remaining spirit was as shocked as Sharmane. What happened?”

“Hey! Fight back. They’re not real. They’re douchebags who pretend to be whatever we’re afraid of,” Misty called. Sharmane clicked her tongue, fury filling her. She flooded her arm with ki. 

“So, you like to play games, do you?” The spirit reared back in terror. 

“Wait, I’m your ancestor. You can’t—” Sharmane punched its head off. It slumped to the ground, its body shimmering like oil. Now that it was dead, Sharmane could see through its illusion. The one on the floor had recovered and was trying to stand up again. 

“Mine!” Sharmane punched it with her overpowered fist. In a surprising show of agility, it dodged around her attack. Its body collapsed in on itself, shrinking until all that was left was a snake. Sharmane grabbed it. “I’m not afraid of snakes, dumbass.” 

She pulled either end of the snake, ripping it in half. An impossible amount of blood came from its body. Oddly, it didn’t regrow after it died. They kept their shape, with an oily skin that glistened in the low light. Misty joined her, looking at the dead creatures. “You know, they're kind of pretty when they’re not trying to scare us to death.” 

Sharmane grunted. “Thanks for the save. I should have noticed that something was wrong.”

“Don’t feel bad. These things get into your head.” Misty’s nose curled at the sight of the snake. 

She must be afraid of snakes. Sharmane kicked the shimmering snake husk away. “Let’s find Remus; he might need our help if he hasn’t figured it out yet.”


Chapter 35: Scoundrel

Making an enchanted staff, even one that didn’t really work, was not a quick job. Alwin made the base staff first, which involved making an alloy that was similar enough to the original and finding a crystal that could pass for the real one. This alone took days. Then he had to get to work shaping it and putting an enchantment on it. Alwin explained that enchantments were, by necessity, made slowly. If an enchanter tried to rush and skip key safety steps, then the unstable mana was liable to explode, killing the wielder and anyone nearby. Killing Warmonger was appealing in a way, but it wouldn’t be a long-term solution. 

As Iris suspected, he wasn’t capable of a generic beast-taming enchantment. Fortunately, he could make a convincing fake. Or at least, he said it was convincing. Iris’ magic sense was so unrefined she couldn’t tell the difference between any of the magic items he showed her. Azula did a little better, but he was able to fool her too. 

Iris hoped Warmonger was a worse mage than Azula. 

Either way, for now they could relax and enjoy their time in Lilporch. It reminded Iris of Sunmiss City in a way. It had fewer buildings, but a higher population. The locals were friendly enough, even if the only tavern was disgusting. The whole place had a quaint, homey vibe that was missing from the big city. Alwin’s guard monsters meant there was no risk of a random monster attack either. This meant that Iris and Azula could wander around the nearby fields, following the bank of a small stream without even thinking about the possibility of being attacked.

Alwin didn’t know the exact range of the staff, but he said that as long as they could see his house, they’d be fine. It wouldn’t have been an issue even if they did go further, but Iris felt no reason to tempt fate. She was enjoying being somewhere completely safe and pleasant-smelling; even after weeks, Celestall City was still repulsive, especially the lower levels. 

“How do you think Remus is doing?” Azula asked. They were holding hands as they walked; Iris enjoyed the casual contact. 

“I bet he’s fine. It’s Remus, no one can hurt him,” Iris joked. Azula smiled, but Iris could tell she was still worried. 

“He’s not sent any letters.”

“Maybe he did, and they just didn’t get delivered. A courier would probably take one look at the monsters and run away.” Misty’s paper airplane cantrip had a distance limit, so Remus was limited to mundane mail systems. 

“Oh, yeah. I forgot about that.” An imp waved at them as they walked past. “I guess this place would look scary to someone not in the know.” 

“Azula, about what you said to Alwin…” Iris said slowly. 

“What I said?” 

“When you were saying some people deserve to die.” 

“Oh, that. What about it?” 

“I know you were trying to make me feel better. But you really don’t have to. I’m not proud of what I did, but I’m not about to sink into anguish either.” 

“I know. You shouldn’t care though.” Azula stopped, taking Iris' other hand in hers so that they were facing each other. “Irene was a terrible person. The world is better off without her in it.”

“Perhaps you're right,” Iris conceded. “But it’s only natural that I feel something. Isn’t it?” 

“That’s the difference between us and her; she wouldn’t feel bad,” Azula said. 

“Then if we didn’t feel bad, would that make us bad people?” Iris asked. She used a jokey tone, but she really wanted to hear Azula’s thoughts. She had expected she would feel worse, and at times she did. But in truth, she had got over killing Irene very quickly. 

“Who’s that?” 

“Don’t change the subject.” 

“No, seriously, who is that?” Azula pointed to the palace. A heavily armoured man was scaling the outside of the palace with a long chain. “I think he might be trying to break in.” 

They ran. There was no time to waste. Alwin was an enchanter, not a warrior, and if he was taken off guard, he’d be helpless. They at least had to buy time for him to summon his monsters. Azula put her hands behind her, shooting fire to give herself a boost. It was one of the minor techniques Bridget had taught her; the key issue was handling the force travelling through her arms. It’d work better if the fire came out of her back, but Azula had a tendency of setting her floor on fire if she did that. 

The sound alerted the home invader to their presence. He swung down, coating himself in chainmail. Chain magic was a common type of magic, requiring little talent to use. “You must be the other team Warmonger sent,” he said. His voice was gravelly and unpleasant to the ear. Getting closer, Iris saw that he was a heavy-set dark elf with fish-like eyes. 

“That’s right. This is our job, so leave,” Iris said. She had reached the man before Azula, the fire mage catching up as she spoke. She kept her hands burning as an implicit threat. 

“Why’d I do that, love?” He grinned, showing his crooked teeth. “You're not holding a staff; that means it’s still in there. All's fair in love and war and all that.” 

“How about because if you try to take it… we’ll kick your ass,” Azula said between gasps for breath. 

“2 against one, give a fella a chance.” He raised his hands in the air. “Look, love, we can come to an arrangement, I’m sure. How about—”

Iris was swept off her feet. She screamed in pain as her ankle was stabbed from every direction. Spiked chains were digging into her flesh, drawing blood; beside her, Azula was enduring the same attack. Iris destroyed the chains, freeing herself and Azula. More chains came at her, but she intercepted them too. 

“Fucking anti-magic. Damn, some people get all the luck.” He threw dirt in Iris’ eyes, blinding her. 

“You dick!” Heat filled the air as Azula shot off a blast. By the time Iris cleared her eyes, he had already run away.

He waved at them as he ran. “Call me whatever you like. The staff is mine!”


Chapter 36: Hideous Beast 

Remus joined his hands together over his head, slamming them into the back of the werewolf. It fell, clawing at his armour impotently. “Give up. You can’t win.” 

It bit his leg, gnawing at it like a hunk of meat. Remus countered with a firm kick, sending it reeling. He checked his left greave. It was covered in dents and holes. The werewolf got back up, licking his teeth. 

“You must have some control. Why are you still fighting? Let me help you.” The werewolf slowed for the first time. Thinking he was making progress, Remus took off his gauntlet and offered it his hand, reverting to his human form. “Touch me. It’ll help remind you of who you really are.” 

The werewolf bit Remus' hand. He cried out, shifting into a werewolf again. His claws dug into its mouth as he threw it against the wall. A loud crack sounded; it fell, its body limp. Blood pooled around it, its head oozing. 

“No.” Remus grabbed the werewolf. It wasn’t breathing. “No.” Icy fear flooded Remus’ veins. He had done it. He had killed the werewolf. “I’m sorry. I know you did not mean to hurt me.” He cradled the beast, unsure what else he could do. He was no healer, and the wound was severe. 

“This is your fate.” Remus heard a deep and syrupy voice. He searched around but could find no source. “Your kind are monsters. You can fight it all you like, but the end result is always the same.” 

Remus wept. Tears streamed down his face as he considered his crime. The blood of the werewolf clung to his hands; the stench was overwhelming. 

“Crime? No. This is no crime. This is justice,” the voice continued. “Werewolves must be put down. You must be put down.” 

“That’s not right. I am not a killer.” 

“The evidence disagrees, werewolf.” 

“This was… this was an accident.”

He heard laughter. It came from everywhere at once. Surrounding him. Mocking him. They did not believe him. No one did. “You are alone. You are a monster that’s only purpose is to kill other monsters. You will kill again and again. It is who you are. There is only one way to escape this fate.” 

“How?” Footsteps echoed. Finally, Remus saw the owner of the voice. It was Caius. He walked into the room, holding a silver blade. “Caius, what are you doing here?” 

“You freed me from my fate, werewolf. Now I offer you the same freedom.” He brandished the sword. “Close your eyes and let me release you. After I am done, you will be a monster no more.” 

Remus couldn’t breathe. The reality of the situation was too much to take in. After everything he had done, he was a killer anyway. Was it truly just for him to die? Caius swung the blade, aiming straight for Remus' neck. His life flashed before his eyes. His time as a villager, then the night of his transformation. When he became what he is. Then Lorcan showed him how to survive. It all ends up in the same place. Lorcan had died a monster. He was going to kill millions. He was only stopped because of Solon and his team. He had to be stopped. 

Iris. He saw Iris and Azula. His first meeting with them and the life they had built together. He saw Misty, who had been so afraid. He had saved her. He had loved her. He loved them all. If he died, what would they do? No. Remus caught the blade, the edge digging into his skin. “I am not a monster, Caius, and neither are you.” Blood dripped down his hand onto his wrist. 

“Oh, but I am.” A line of darkness split Caius’ face in half. He opened his mouth, revealing a gaping maw filled with needle-like teeth. 

“You're not the real Caius, are you?” The creature did not respond. Remus grabbed his head and squeezed. The creature let out a piercing screech. Remus howled but pushed through the pain. He felt its skull break in his hands, bone fragments digging into his flesh. 

It stopped screaming. 

Remus threw it to the side, feeling a weight lift off his chest. He watched as his hand healed, knowing that he would never be hurt that same way again. The monster had been destroyed. He had won. 

Remus heard footsteps. He recognised the sound. Misty had found him.


Chapter 37: Chain Mage

Alwin was working on the fake staff when he heard the commotion outside. Quitting his studio, he retrieved the real staff. The staff was truly a divine artifact; its abilities were so far beyond anything he could ever hope to create that it could only be the work of Circe. Once he had bonded with it, he found that the monsters would obey his orders even after he put it down, but to give them new orders he had to be holding the staff. That’s why he had given the monsters of Lilporch only 2 orders: guard the perimeter against any monster not under his control and protect him. 

Taking the staff, he sent a telepathic order to all of his monsters to come to him and headed outside. Once he was there, he saw him: Goldtooth. Alwin froze. The spectre had come back from the grave to kill him. Was it divine punishment? 

“There you are, you backstabbing son of a bitch!” Goldtooth shot his chains at Alwin. Alwin was so stunned he lost the staff, letting Goldtooth pry it out of his hand. 

Oh shit. I can’t let him touch it. Alwin ran to intercept him, getting a spiked chain to the face for his trouble. 

“Don’t even try it. This staff is mine. I did all the work, so it’s only fair I get the booty.” He grasped the staff, holding it aloft triumphantly. “Now for my revenge. Monsters, kill everyone in this Circe-forsaken town, starting with Alwin!” 

He slammed the staff into the ground. Monsters swarmed around him, screeching furiously. An ogre grabbed Goldtooth, lifting him up, then slamming him into the ground. Goldtooth cried out in pain, dropping the staff. He didn’t take control.

Alwin grabbed the staff. With what little time he had, he instructed the ogre to restrain Goldtooth without killing him. Goldtooth's face was bloodied; his nose was broken. Otherwise, he looked relatively hale. “You… fucking prick. Why does nothing ever work out for me?” 

Iris ran around the corner, followed shortly by Azula, who looked like she’d just run a marathon. “Is everything okay?” Iris demanded. 

“Everything is fine.” Alwin pointed at Goldtooth. “My former partner came looking to renegotiate our deal.” Alwin grinned at Goldtooth. Now that the fight was over, he was able to feel relieved that he hadn’t killed him. 

“Is that the real staff?” Iris asked. Alwin adjusted himself so he could keep an eye on everyone at once. 

“Yes. But that’s not important right now. Everything’s fine, I’ll deal with Goldtooth.” 

They tried to offer various things, but Alwin refused them all. He didn’t need any help. Bagsworth’s palace was designed for style over function in almost every way, but there was one thing he built for practical reasons: the dungeon. Located below the house was a series of cells that had once held Alwin’s father. They were dark and dank, with only a single barred window at a steep angle in each for light. Alwin hated being down there. 

He opened a cell, throwing Goldtooth inside. “You twat. Let me out of here now,” Goldtooth said as Alwin closed the door, locking it. 

“Gee, when you ask so nicely, how can I say no?” Alwin put the key in his pocket. Leaving it in view of a member of the Thieves Guild was asking for trouble. Goldtooth laughed, a disgusting, wet, nasal noise made all the worse by his broken nose. “You liked that one, did you?” 

“Haha, no. That’s not it.” Goldtooth spat blood onto the floor. “I’m laughing because you think you’ve won.” 

“From where I’m standing, I’d say it looks like I’ve won.”

“It looks that way. But you haven’t. Warmonger isn’t a fool; he wouldn’t send just me.” 

“He can send whoever he wants. I’ve got an army of monsters and allies; I’ll win,” Alwin said, trying to sound more confident than he felt.  

“You’ve got allies, that’s true.” Goldtooth grinned, showing his bloody teeth. “But you’ve got one less than you did before.” 

Aeaea. Alwin’s blood ran cold. “Where is she?” 

“I have no idea.” Goldtooth reached into his pocket, pulling out a Message Stone. “I was supposed to give you this if I got captured. Warmonger thought you might want to have a little chat about what happens next.” 

“If you hurt even one hair on her—”

“It’s not me you should be threatening, tough guy,” Goldtooth said. He threw the Message Stone at Alwin. Alwin felt the enchantment; it had a tracker built into it. He disabled the tracker, although he doubted it’d do any good. 

He swept out of the room. “This isn’t over.”


Chapter 38: Camping 

After they reunited, they made sure not to split up again. The dungeon’s monsters weren’t very strong, but no one felt like undergoing the mental torture again. Even knowing what the monster's shtick was didn’t make them immune. Their attacks became less sophisticated, but they still sent things they were afraid of (mostly snakes) and things they thought that they wouldn’t hurt (spirits). They crawled for a few more hours before Sharmane requested a break. They had reached a dead end, which seemed as good a place as any to set up camp. Misty built a fire while Remus inspected his damaged armour. There were dents and scratches all over it, the evidence of the many times it had saved him. 

“I’ll burn some ginseng,” Sharmane said, pulling the dried root out of her bag. “Ginseng smoke stops monsters from spawning.” She threw it in the fire. 

“Smells gross,” Misty said, waving her hand in front of her face. Remus disagreed; he liked the woody smell. 

“It’s medicine. It’s supposed to be gross.” Sharmane sat down, leaning against the wall. “Earlier… I was stupid. I appreciate you saving me, Misty.” 

“You said that already," Misty said. 

“You saved my life. I think that deserves 2 thank yous. Maybe more.” Sharmane grinned. 

“What happened?” Remus asked. 

“I was an idiot. The monsters pretended to be the ancestors, so I … I should’ve knocked them out. Even if they were ancestors.” Sharmane punched her fist. “What about you guys? You seemed pretty shaken up, Remus.” 

“I fought myself, I think.” Remus scratched his cheek. “It sounds like a metaphor. It’s not. I think it thought that I wouldn’t kill a werewolf.” 

“I’m surprised you had the stones. I thought you were all about peace and love,” Sharmane said, smiling wryly. Remus' face fell. 

“So did I.” The sound of the fire crackling was deafening. “I think those monsters turned into our fears to try to manipulate us. They thought I was afraid of my wolf-side, the idea that I could be violent.”

“That’s stupid,” Sharmane said. “Everyone can be violent. There’s 2 options in life: fight or die. You chose to fight; that’s nothing to be ashamed of.” 

Remus nodded. He said, “I know.” 

Misty tilted her head. “That’s it. You fight yourself and now you’ve changed your mind and you're giving up on the whole pacifism thing?” 

Remus chuckled, shaking his head. “Not quite. I think I had convinced myself that if I ever hurt someone, then that would automatically mean that I was a monster. When I killed the werewolf, another monster tried to convince me of that so it could kill me.” Remus chewed his lip. Misty got the feeling he was omitting part of the story. “It made me realise that I wasn’t being fair to myself. I know I’m not perfect; I’ve done bad things. But I’ve also done good things. Everyone has; I guess. Am I making any sense?” 

“Totally,” Misty grinned. She crawled over to Remus, resting her head against his chest. “It’s about time you stopped beating yourself up over every little thing. I mean seriously, what’s the point of living if you're never a little bad?” 

“... close enough.” Remus leaned back. “What did you fight, Misty?” 

“Oh yeah, you said you had a fight, but you didn’t mention what you saw,” Sharmane said, punching her hand. “It’s only fair that you tell us. We told you.” 

“I saw you, Remus.” Remus recoiled. “Not you, as in the real you. I saw… evil you.” Misty fiddled with her hair, glancing up at him. “Evil-you was a total tool. He was mean and betrayed me for my dad. It was obvious it wasn’t you.” 

“Yeah, I’d never do something like that,” Remus said in that overly earnest way he spoke when he thought something was important. “I’m glad you know that.” 

“Well, it helped because it was my dad’s zombie, not the real him, and some other stuff. But sure, I totally noticed you were acting out of character.” Misty grinned brilliantly. Remus sighed, rolling his eyes. “No, sorry. I’m being stupid.” 

“Huh?” 

“I know you wouldn’t screw me over,” Misty said. She had to fight not to say something silly to undercut it. “And I won’t screw you over either.”

“I know.” 

“I know you do.” Misty got on her knees, kissing Remus on the cheek. “You figured it out right away, but I was too stupid and pretended not to know even though I knew right away. Isn’t that stupid?” 

“Um… what?” 

“What I’m saying is… and don’t feel like you’ve got to say it back or anything... I can handle it if you don’t feel the same way.” Misty took a deep breath, then continued at a scream, “I love you.” 

Remus stroked her cheek, his eyes boring into hers intensely. “I love you too.” He kissed her. They’d kissed before. A lot. Misty swooned, overwhelmed by the exhilaration. When they finally broke away, she felt like her cheeks were going to split in half because she was grinning so much. 

“Thank fuck. I know I said I could handle it, but if you didn’t love me back, I was going to have a full-on mental breakdown. Don’t let that affect anything in the future, though.” Misty winked, trying to pass her strange confession off as a joke. Too vulnerable. Too weird.

“Don’t worry. I’m never going to stop loving you.” Misty pushed his chest, making a happy sound. 

“Such a smooth talker.” The moment was undercut by the sound of sobbing. Misty saw Sharmane wiping her eyes, openly bawling. “You okay over there?” 


“Sorry, ignore me.” Sharmane rubbed her eyes. “It’s just… so pure. Damn.”

“I didn’t take you for the type to cry at sappy stuff,” Misty said, laughing at her. Sharmane waved her off. 

“I’m allowed to be moved when I see something beautiful.” 

“Aw, we’re beautiful, Remus,” Misty said, kissing her boyfriend on the cheek. Sharmane cried even louder.


Chapter 39: Aggressive Negotiations 

When Alwin left the Thieves Guild, he swore he’d never see any of his former colleagues again. Scarcely a month later, he was having a cloak and dagger meeting, letting Warmonger into his house. He held the staff, with several monsters nearby, ready to attack. Warmonger had been ready to meet him the same night he captured Goldtooth; it seemed the attack was merely the start of negotiations. “If you try anything, my monsters will tear you to shreds. That means either hurting me or trying to take the staff.” 

Warmonger smiled reassuringly. It was a ghastly sight. “Alwin, I’m wounded. Is that any way to talk to an old friend?” He took a seat on Alwin’s couch, pointing to the seat across from him. “Sit.” 

“I’m not your friend. If you hurt so much as one hair on Aeaea’s—”

“Don’t waste my time with threats,” Warmonger said. “We both know she’s my hostage. You don’t know where she is. Ergo, you're fucked.” Warmonger leaned back in his seat, folding one leg over the other. “But we can make a deal. I’m an orc of my word. If I say you’ll be left alone, you’ll be left alone.”

“You want the staff?” 

“Obviously.” Warmonger rolled his eyes. “But I want more than that. I want you to have Azula deliver the fake staff first.” 

“Why go through the trouble? I can give it to you right now.” 

“Because I’m an orc of my word. I swore that if they delivered the staff to me in good faith, they’d be released from their debt.”

“But you sent someone else to steal it,” Alwin said. 

“I never thought he’d succeed.” Alwin narrowed his eyes. 

“So, all this is just one big waste of time?” 

“Don’t play dumb. I know about their plan: tricking me with a fake staff... it’s clever. It could’ve worked if you were more careful,” Warmonger said mysteriously. “But now I have Aeaea.” 

“You're a bastard, you know that?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good, I’m glad we’re on the same page.” Alwin ran a hand through his hair. “I need assurances that we’ll be left alone. And my name will be cleared.” 

“You killed Lord Bagsworth.” 

“Will that be a problem?” 

“No,” Warmonger said. He shrugged. It was a stark reminder of how much influence the Thieves Guild had, even now. “I’ll ensure no one comes after you, thief or otherwise. All you’ve got to do is follow my plan.” 

“What’s going to happen to them?” 

Warmonger’s grin was disgusting. “Do you really want to know?”

Alwin hesitated. Would it change his mind if he knew that they were going to die? He had only known them for a short time. He didn’t owe them anything. They tried to help me. Alwin wished he could help them too. He knew they were good people. But Aeaea came first. “No.” 

“Clever boy. Life’s easier when you don’t focus on the messy details.” Warmonger leaned across the table, offering him his hand. “Oh, and I’ll need Goldtooth back. He’s a useless prick, but he can follow orders.” 


“Whatever.” Alwin’s heart sank as he shook his hand. The feeling of self-loathing was overwhelming. 

“One more thing: if you ever interfere with my business again, the deal’s off.” He pulled Alwin over the table, so their faces were inches apart. “I’ll kill you, and your little nudist girlfriend too.” 

“I…” Alwin swallowed, steeling himself. He wanted to appear strong, but faced with Warmonger, that was impossible. “I understand.”


Chapter 40: Boss Chamber

It’s generally accepted that the deeper one goes into a dungeon, the stronger the monsters they’ll come across. To tame the dungeon, Sharmane needed to go to the deepest point possible. This was known as the Boss Chamber because more often than not there was at least 1 boss within it. After 3 days of constant searching, they finally found it. 

“There’s a door,” Misty said, feeling the large stone blocks. They were grey and had no distinguishing features, but they were a double door. “No matter how you look at this, it’s a door. What the fuck?”

“Why are you so impressed?” Sharmane asked. 

“Does the dungeon have an interior decorator or something? Did the previous adventurers make this door? It’s so weird!” 

“It looks normal to me.” Remus ran his hand over the door’s smooth surface. 

“That’s not what I’m talking about. Seriously, am I the only one who thinks this is crazy?” Her companions were unimpressed. “Okay, let me ask you this: Who made the door?” 

“Gai,” Sharmane said, as if it were obvious. Remus was nodding, so maybe it was.

“What?” 

“Gai invented doors,” Sharmane said slowly. “Everyone knows that.” 

Remus was still nodding. Misty narrowed her eyes. “You're fucking with me.” 

“Why would we make this up?” Remus asked. 

“So, Gai, the evil god who wants everyone to die, the creator of all monsters and dungeons, the literal embodiment of the world we live on… is also the inventor of the door.” Misty tried to put as much mockery into her words as possible. They didn't seem to get how weird this was, and it was driving her crazy. 

“Yes,” Sharmane said. 

“Okay, fuck it. I’m moving past it.” Misty threw her hands up in exasperation. “Actually, you know what? No. I’m not. Why did he invent doors?” 

“For privacy,” Sharmane said. Misty smacked her forehead. They were not getting it.

“Ah, of course.” Misty pursed her lips, huffing through her nose. “This isn’t going to be satisfying, is it? No. Okay, let’s do this. I want to punch something.” Remus pushed the doors open, the metal hinges squeaking. I guess Gai invented hinges too.

Inside the room was an octagon. Painted across the ground were dozens of pink runes and symbols, creating a large ritual circle. In the centre of the room was a stone basin filled with water. 

“Be on your guard,” Remus said, searching high and low. “Monsters in dungeons can pop out of weird places.” 

“There’s runes on the floor,” Sharmane said, investigating them. 

“So?” Misty asked. 

“These are… Ancient Hydrese, I think. This makes no sense; Gai would never reduce himself to using a mortal language.” Sharmane traced a rune with her finger. “These must have been written by a mortal mage.” 

“Okay, so someone else beat us here. What’s the big deal?” Misty asked. Looking in the basin, she saw her face reflected back at her. 

“The adventurers gave up almost immediately. Someone else must have made these. Why? What are they doing?” Sharmane pulled a notebook out of her backpack. “Stand guard; I’m copying these down.” 

“Okay,” Misty drawled, throwing her head back. “Say what you want about Gai, but he’s got a great eye for interior design.” The ceiling had a beautiful mosaic, depicting the goddesses kneeling before a hulking man Misty assumed was Gai. 

“So true,” Remus said, smirking. “Really makes you think, doesn’t it?” 

“Keep your guard up. You're never safe in a dungeon,” Sharmane said. 

“Oh, come on. There’s obviously nothing here.” Misty said. She glanced at the basin again. In the reflection, she saw a shadow shoot across the ceiling. “I’m a big enough woman to admit when I’m wrong. There’s something on the ceiling.” 

“Where?” Remus sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything. Are you sure you saw it?” 

A needle flashed through the air; Remus leapt back. His scream was surprisingly girly. “No. Maybe it was a trick of the light,” Misty said. “You alright?” 

“I’m fine,” Remus said a little too quickly. More needles came. He sprinted away, his face pale. 

He's afraid of needles. Misty was tempted to tease him but decided not to. She could tease him later. For now, there was a potentially dangerous monster that needed to die. It was throwing needles constantly, harassing Remus. It made sense that it would target him. Sharmane and Misty had both faced their fears and grown, while Remus was still stuck with his fear of needles. He was the only one it could bully. 

Misty tried to punch it but missed wide. The ceiling was way too high, giving it all the time it needed to run away. All she achieved was giving it the chance to stab her hand. 

“Remus, throw me at the ceiling,” Misty said. 

“Okay.” 

I love that he doesn’t question that. Remus picked her up and threw her in one smooth motion. When she hit the ceiling, Misty stretched her hands to cling to the walls. The monster shrieked when it saw her up close. It was a cross between a spider and a rat, with a long tail and far too many furry legs. It had buck teeth and lots of eyes. Misty had to admit it was creepy. 

She kicked it in the face. It hissed as it fell, landing with a thud. Remus pounced on it, only to rear back screaming. Half a dozen needles were sticking out of the gaps in his armour, with even more on the floor in front of it. 

“It’s tougher than it looks.” Misty lowered herself to the ground. “You okay?” 

“I’m fine,” Remus said, his voice dropping. He was transforming as he pulled the needles out. “Let’s kill it.” 

Misty corralled it with her wide attacks, withdrawing her arms whenever it tried to make her a pincushion. Slowly she managed to push it in Remus’ direction. This time, when it used its needles, he was ready and managed to protect everything important, then he stomped on its back. He wiped his boot on the ground to get the blood off it, snarling angrily. 

“Disgusting creature.”

“Guys, something's wrong,” Sharmane said. 

“Is it that you just sat there doing nothing while we were fighting the monster because if that’s what you mean, we forgive you,” Misty said, smiling crookedly. Sharmane shook her head. 

“My Ancient Hydrese is shit, but if I’m right, this isn’t a natural dungeon. Someone built it.”


Chapter 41: Conspiracy 

“Why would anyone build a dungeon?” Remus asked. 

“Depends on the type of dungeon. Lady Violeta has 2 sex dungeons,” Misty said. Seeing the others weren’t amused, she switched to her serious face. “So, it was Mayor Donegal.”

“What makes you say that?” 

“I only know 3 people in this town, and she’s my least favourite,” Misty answered honestly. 

“I think we need a little more evidence than that.” 

“No, she’s right,” Sharmane said. “She offered you money to say you couldn’t help taming the dungeon. Whatever’s going on here, she must be involved somehow.” 

“Okay… so where does that leave us? Can you tame an artificial dungeon?” Remus asked. Sharmane walked to the centre of the room. 

“I think so. Fundamentally, it’s the same as a natural dungeon. It’s mana that’s concentrated in a way that lets monsters form. All I’ve got to do is disperse it, then there won’t be enough to make more monsters.” Sharmane rested her hands on the water. Remus knew that mages were able to use runes to create long-term magic effects; Lorcan had taught him the basics. 

Sharmane did something different. 

“We call this the Tamers' Song.” She threw her head back, rolling her hips as she danced. Remus and Misty watched, mesmerised as she moved. She ran her hands over her body, a trail of mana flowing behind her. Into her. Somehow, she was taking the mana out of the air. A thin sheen of sweat formed on her as she moved, making her muscular figure glisten in the light. 

She hummed as she kicked a leg into the air, holding her thigh taut against her body as she spun. Her muscular body was shockingly agile. She did cartwheels and flips with effortless grace. Finally, she fell into a handstand and spread her legs until they were flat, then spun around by walking on her hands. The faster she spun, the louder she hummed. The louder she hummed, the more mana she manipulated. When she was done, she pressed her crotch into the ground, lowering her head with her hands extended. 

Misty clapped. “Woah... that was super-hot.”

“It’s a sacred dance of my people passed down for generations,” Sharmane said, folding her legs into a seated position. The mana was still swirling around her. “Of course it’d be hot. I remember the first time I saw a couple performing it together; it made sex look dull.” 

“Are you done?”

“Nearly. I need to let the spell settle to be sure it’s worked.” Sharmane hummed, still dancing but less aggressively. 

Remus’ nose crinkled up. “Something's coming.” A rumble followed. Dozens of snakes, rats, and needle monsters burst into the room. “Misty, handle the needles. I’ll take on everything else.” 

“I can’t help,” Sharmane said, still humming and dancing. “If I stop, I’ll need to restart.” 

Misty grabbed the flying needles out of the air. They were scary for Remus, but to her they were silly monsters. Having only one means of attacking meant she could destroy them quickly and efficiently. 

She saw Remus doing the same with the snakes and rats. He was brutal in his extermination, slashing them to pieces. There were a lot of monsters, keeping them both busy, but they were weak. The only issue was ensuring they didn't hit Sharmane as she twerked at the dungeon. Sharmane moved carefully, avoiding any that slipped past and even managing to crush one as part of her dance. Misty then scooped up the others. Her fear of snakes was less severe than Remus’ fear of needles, so she didn’t mind kicking them aside. Eventually, the onslaught of monsters ended. Blood was everywhere, staining the weirdly pretty Boss Chamber. 

It’s over.

They left the chamber after an hour. Sharmane assured them that the dungeon was tamed. It wouldn’t create any monsters unless someone reversed what she had done. They talked a little about what they should do next, but no one had a concrete plan. They had no evidence that Mayor Donegal was involved at all. Yes, she had tried to keep the dungeon there, but she had a fair reason. Lady Darkclaw could give her a slap on the wrist for disobeying orders; anything more would risk making her look unfair. 

Ultimately, they decided to tell Lady Darkclaw and leave it at that. Sharmane agreed, although Misty suspected she wasn’t being entirely honest. She didn’t blame her. Donegal was slimy. A woman like that wouldn’t give up so easily.


Chapter 42: Special Delivery

Alwin had finally finished the staff. Once he was done, they headed off immediately. Lilporch had long since lost its lustre, especially as Aeaea had been too busy to see them. They had wanted to say goodbye but figured they could write to her later; they didn’t want to risk more assassins. So it was that they returned to the Thieves Guild to have yet another meeting with a man they reviled. 

Warmonger fiddled with the staff for a long time when he received it, his expression tense. Azula struggled to maintain her calm; she was terrified he’d somehow figure out their plan and ruin everything. But after a while he propped it against the wall, grinning at them. “You’ve done your job,” he said, crossing his arms. 

“We have. Now call off the assassins,” Azula said. 

“You have my guarantee. No one kills anyone in this guild without my say-so.” 

“Okay… so we can go?” 

“Unless you're looking for work. We can always use more competent women.” Warmonger’s grin alone convinced Azula she didn’t want to take his offer; not that she had been tempted. She hated the Thieves Guild and had no intention of ever working with the group of thieves and murderers again. 

They made their way out, feeling a sense of peace that they hadn’t felt in weeks. “Is it finally over?” Azula asked. It was almost too good to be true; it felt like the rug could be pulled out from under them at any second. 

“It’s over. We’ve done it, everything is going to be okay from now on.” 

Azula scanned her surroundings carefully. “I thought he was going to say something for a second there. I could’ve sworn he knew something was up.” 

“I thought the same thing. It’s just nerves. If he knew it was a fake, he never would have accepted it.” 

“Yeah, you're right. I’m being paranoid.” Azula laughed, trying to dismiss the feeling of uneasiness. “We really did it. We beat them at their own game, and they’re none the wiser. Fools.”

“They’re a bunch of criminals. It’s only right that we’re smarter than them.” Iris grinned. “Now let’s go. Remus will be expecting us.”


Chapter 43: Assassin 

Misty was glad to be above ground again. She liked dungeon crawling, but after so long underground, she wanted to see the sun. Naturally, they emerged in the middle of the night. The moon and stars provided enough light to see by as they exited into the clearing. 

“We should camp here for the night,” Sharmane said. “The path may appear safe, but it can be treacherous in the dark. We’re in no rush; we are better off waiting until morning.” 

“I’m tired anyway,” Remus said, stifling a yawn. They had rushed to get out of the dungeon as quickly as possible, not wanting to risk being attacked by any leftover monsters. 

Misty saw mana shifting underneath Remus. She tackled him, then felt something pierce her thigh. Oh, that wasn’t clever.

“Misty.” Remus held her up. “Are you okay?”  


Misty tried to respond. Her jaw felt so tight. So heavy. Talking was so much effort. “N—” 

Remus placed her onto the ground gently, his body covering with fur. 

She rolled over, watching as Scorpio rose out of the ground. Sharmane punched him with her overly muscular arm. Scorpio cried out, stabbing at her with its tail. Remus grabbed it. Scorpio tried to move. He ripped off its tail, holding it in place with his foot. Remus mauled it, hitting it until its shell caved in. Misty had never seen Remus fight like this before. He was a wild animal, tearing his prey apart. Scorpio couldn’t even defend itself. 

Scorpio’s death cry was harrowing. Even though it had attacked Misty, she still felt sympathy for the dying creature. It was alone, calling out for help, but no one cared to help it. 

“How do we save her?” Remus demanded, grabbing Sharmane. 

“Scorpio’s poison is linked to it. Since it’s summoned, its caster can—” Remus sniffed the air, then rushed away on all 4s like an animal.


Chapter 44: Venen

He killed Scorpio. Remus had beaten Scorpio before, but Venen had let himself believe it was pure luck; that his pet monster was indestructible. This isn’t over. Scorpio’s death was inconvenient, but not final. The zodiacs are not like other monsters. They are immortal, like Unmas. As such, nothing can ever kill them permanently. It was for this reason that the goddesses first sealed them. Scorpio would need some time to reform, then he would be ready to fight again. 

Venen pulled the card out of his pocket. It weighed no more than a small stone. According to legend, it was forged from a star, specially designed to imprison Scorpio. Venen had once dreamed of finding the other 11 and fulfilling the prophecy. The next person to unite all 12 zodiacs would be the next emperor of the elves. He knew such things were nonsense. He couldn’t think of a single meaningful prophecy that had ever come true. But the potential power they offered was tempting. 

Remus was making a beeline toward him. Venen had hidden himself, but he had been warned about Remus’ nose. Magic items and potions could be used to make oneself invisible, yet hiding one's scent was a much greater challenge. Any disguise one chose would merely mask their true scent; destroying it wasn’t an option. 

Venen was never one to get into a fight he could not win. Remus had caught him once before; he wasn’t foolish enough to risk a repeat. He had magic items other than Scorpio. He twisted his ring, activating its magic. He couldn’t use this magic in Celestall City; it was too cramped. 

A maelstrom of darkness formed around him. This was Venen’s absolute defence magic: the poison aura. Anyone who touched it would be robbed of all their strength. Remus approached, his black eyes unfocused with rage. Venen smirked, thrusting a hand in his direction. Remus charged into the darkness like a fool. 

I never fail a mission. Venen had once dreamed of leaving the life of a mercenary behind. According to his mother, he was a descendant of the elvish imperial family, destined to reclaim his throne. He never knew if this was true, or just another lie she told him when they were starving in the slums. She had given him Scorpio, claiming it was evidence, although she could never summon the zodiac. Perhaps she stole it? It seemed more likely. Either way, Venen had given up on becoming emperor long ago. All he wished for now was to be a powerful enforcer, a name that made lesser men quake in their boots. Remus would only be another in the long line of lives he snuffed out. 

A fist penetrated the darkness, breaking his nose. Venen fell with a cry, blood dripping down his chin. How? 

A clawed hand grabbed his shirt, stopping him from falling. “Where’s the antidote?” Remus held him up to his wolf-like face, snarling. His skin had turned green and the fur on his face had fallen out; he had been poisoned, yet he appeared as strong as ever. Even now, his skin’s colour was returning to normal.

Venen had no antidote. He had developed antibodies to counter Scorpio’s poison over the years, making such a thing redundant. He won’t kill me. Venen smiled. He might lose Scorpio, but he was sure he would recover it in time. Remus was famously against killing; he’d let Venen escape before. Next time, I’ll finish the job.

“Answer me.” Remus held a claw to Venen’s throat, threatening to tear an artery. 

“There isn’t one,” Venen said, unable to hide his satisfaction. 

“Then give me the card.” Venen took out the card, activating his magic. A spectral hare formed, grabbing the card and fleeing. It would carry it back to his home so that he could collect it later.  

“Don’t try to be threatening. I know—” The breath was forced out of Venen’s lungs. Remus’ claws were buried in his chest, goring him. This isn’t right. I can’t die here. I’ve got too much left to do.

Remus threw his body aside.


Chapter 45: Wake Up

Misty woke up feeling groggy. She rubbed her eyes, taking in her surroundings. She was in a single bed with white sheets. There were curtains surrounding her, and Remus was next to her, his head resting on the side of her bed. What the hell? Misty thought back on what had happened. She felt her thigh, where Scorpio’s stinger had stabbed her. It was smooth and undamaged. Had she dreamed it? No, that makes no sense. I’m in a hospital. 

Remus stirred, peering up at her exhaustedly. “You're awake!” He wrapped his arms around her, squeezing far too tightly. “I was so worried.” 

“Too worried to shower,” Misty said. Remus pulled back, holding her at arm's length. 

“Sorry. After everything happened, I rushed you here. I was worried—”

“Relax. I’m just teasing you,” Misty said, pulling him back into her arms. She took a deep breath. “I like my man’s stank.” Misty smiled to herself. Remus’ scent made her feel safe. “How long was I out?”

Remus pulled back so they could talk normally. “A day. Lady Darkclaw had some potions; we used them to heal you.” 

“Heh, lucky me.” Misty leaned back, adjusting her pillows. “I thought I was going to kick the bucket.”

“You nearly did. Scorpio’s poison is strong, if we didn’t get rid of it immediately…” Remus drifted off. Misty frowned, sensing something was off. 

“How did you get the poison out of me?” They were too far from town for a healer to have been immediately available. Misty knew that there wasn’t a Radiant priest with Darkclaw either, so she must’ve been healed by a mundane witch doctor. The odds of a random witch doctor being able to cure Scorpio’s poison were low.

“If the summoner of a monster dies, then the monster disappears as well as anything they’ve created.” Remus swallowed, his breathing deepening.

“You killed him?” Misty made sure not to use Venen’s name. 

“I did what I had to do. I wasn’t going to risk your life to protect a murderer,” Remus said. He took her hand in his, holding it like a life preserver in a stormy sea. 

“Thank you.” Misty kissed his hand. She wanted to say something more. She wished she knew what to say. How do you thank someone for saving your life? What words would make him feel better about the fact that he had taken a life? Did he want her to say he’s not a monster, or would that only put the idea in his head? All these ideas and more warred inside Misty’s head. Misty ignored them all. She held Remus' hand to her face, leaning her cheek against it. “You saved me.” 

“I know.” Remus smiled sorrowfully. “You saved me first.” 

Misty thought back to what she had done. She hadn’t thought about it; it was pure instinct. Remus was in danger, so she moved. “I’d do it again.” 

“I hope you never have to. It’s my fault…” Misty shimmied to the side, making room for him on the bed. 

“Join me.” Remus did as she asked. He was so big they were both hanging off the edge. She rolled onto her side, draping herself over him. “Never say something like that again.”

“It’s just—”

Misty covered his mouth. “Ever.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Bad things happen sometimes. You're not a god, Remus. You can’t save everyone, no matter how much you want to.” 

“I don’t think I’m a god…” 


“Really? Because whenever something goes wrong, you seem to think you should’ve been able to magically prevent it. That sounds like a god to me.” Misty kissed him on the cheek. “You want to save everyone. I love that about you. But if you blame yourself any time anything goes wrong, you’re going to drive yourself insane. And I’m not dating crazy guys anymore. I’m the only one allowed to be crazy in this relationship.” 

Remus snorted, his expression still conflicted. “Alright. I can live with that.” 

Misty squeezed him as hard as she could. He didn’t react. “Good doggy. So, I’ve been thinking, you wanna knock me up?” 

“What?” Remus jumped up like he’d been electrocuted. 

Finally got a reaction. Misty kept her expression neutral through sheer force of will. “Well, we love each other and I’m officially a part of your harem now. So... it’s the natural next step. I bet I’d look hot with a big belly too. Oh, and I’ll start lactating! That’ll be fun.” 

“Don’t you think that’s a little premature?” Remus asked. 

Misty tapped her lips with her fingers, trying to hide her smirk. “Do you not want to have kids with me?” 

“I want to … someday. When I’m older. Much older. I’m not even 21 yet. I think.”

“You're not sure how old you are?” Misty asked, letting the topic change. 

“I was 8 when I turned, but I spent some time alone before I met Lorcan. I can never remember when my birthday was, so we guessed.” Remus waved his hand through the air. “I’m at least 20, but I might be 21.” 

“Wow, super weird. Even I know my birthday.” Tibalt had told her when she was born, as the orphanage didn’t know. “So, you celebrate on a random day?”

“We didn’t really celebrate. Lorcan only kept track so we’d know when I became an adult.” 

“You’ve never had a birthday. That’s so sad.” Misty’s smirk returned. “When is the day you picked?”


Chapter 46: Roaming Spirits

With the dungeon tamed, the spirits were free to return to Mount Ghast. Once that happened, everything would return to normal, or as close to it as things could get in Ghastabre. That was the plan. 

“Why are they still here? You promised they’d leave once the dungeon was dealt with,” Mayor Donegal cried. It had been over a week, and the spirits were still milling about the town, showing no indication they would ever leave. Lady Darkclaw had called a meeting with Sharmane and Donegal to try to resolve the issue again. 

“Who knows?” Sharmane asked, shrugging faux-helplessly. “We kept our end of the bargain. It can’t be helped that the spirits don’t want to leave.” 

“This is ridiculous. The deal wasn’t to tame the dungeon; the deal was to make the spirits leave. If they won’t do it on their own, we need to call an exorcist immediately,” Donegal said. “It’s spring, the prime trading season. We should be welcoming ships from afar; instead, merchants are going around the mountain, bypassing us entirely.” 

Lady Darkclaw refused to say it aloud, but she agreed. Ghastabre was the key to her new economic plan. If trade couldn’t flow through it, it was useless to her. “Can you think of any other reason the spirits wouldn’t want to leave?” she asked Sharmane. 

The muscular orc smirked at her. “It’s their home. Why would they want to leave?” Darkclaw set her lips, unimpressed. “Tell the traders the spirits aren’t dangerous. All they do is float around and make things a little colder. Now that the dungeon’s gone, Ghastabre is as safe as ever. Merchants were fine coming here before.” 

“The merchant’s guild was very clear,” Mayor Donegal said. Something about what she was saying bothered Darkclaw. “They aren’t comfortable doing business here until the spirits are gone.” 

“Perhaps I should speak with them. Reassure them that everything is safe,” Lady Darkclaw said slowly. She watched Donegal’s reaction closely. “Do you think that would help?” 

“Of course. I’ll set up a meeting,” Donegal said, sounding as sweet as Darkclaw had ever heard her. “Hearing from our illustrious leader will surely assuage their fears.”

Darkclaw licked her lips. “Then we’re in agreement. Until I can meet with them, we won’t take any further action.”

“Works for me,” Sharmane said, leaning back in her chair with a smirk. 

“I endeavour to serve,” Donegal said. 

Lady Darkclaw narrowed her eyes. She thought, What’s she up to?


Chapter 47: Sweet Loving 

After another round of checks by the witch doctor, Misty was able to leave the medical wing. Remus still had his room, so they went there to rest for the night. Remus thought that Misty would be tired after her ordeal and want to go to sleep early. 

“Remus, I’ve got a surprise for you,” Misty called from the bathroom. She emerged in a red micro skirt with little skulls on it, over torn fishnet stockings and nothing else. Remus’ eyes roamed up her body, past her pert breasts and ending on her red lips. “What do you think?” 

Remus loved the way the stockings hugged her thighs but forced himself to meet her eyeline. “Are you sure you're ready?” 

“Yes.” Misty crossed the room, her boobs bouncing with each step. She put her hands on Remus’ chest, feeling his muscles. “I nearly died. I want to have some fun. And I just happened to bring this skirt with me.” 

“I have one condition,” Remus said. “It’s all for you.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“This.” Remus picked her up, putting her thighs on his shoulders. Misty let out an excited yelp that turned into a moan as he started eating her out. 

“Oh yeah. Work that tongue.” She ran her nails through his hair, grinding her pussy into his face. Remus loved the taste. He loved hearing her moans even more, knowing that he was the one making her feel so good. He knew how to please her. He moved with purpose, every action designed to make her feel as much pleasure as possible. “That’s it. Give me a good tongue-lashing.”

Remus gripped her ass cheeks, the soft flesh bulging between his fingers. Misty gripped his head tighter. She was getting close. “Let it out. Feel good for me,” Remus said. His lips rubbed her lower lips as he spoke. Misty whined, slipping. Remus held her steady. He refused to be interrupted. He wanted this. 

She curled over his head, her tits resting on top of him as she moaned out her release. Her juices flooded his mouth. He slurped them up; they were his reward for making her cum. A reward he relished. “Hehe, that was fun, Alpha. Now it’s my turn. Can this silly slut suck your cock?” 

Remus lifted her up, dropping her onto the bed. She fell with her legs spread, showing off her soaking wet hole. “I said it’s all for you. I don’t want you to think about me at all. Be selfish. Let me make you feel good. We can do anything you want.” 

Misty’s eyes lit up. She licked her lips. “Anything?” 

“Anything.” She made a come-hither gesture with her fingers. He kissed her softly; his lips still wet with her juices. He slid his hand up her thigh, feeling her soft skin. 

“I want you to dominate me.” She whispered her fantasy into Remus' ear. He chuckled at the details. 

“I won’t lie. I didn’t expect that.” 

“Will you do it?” Misty asked. 

“Of course.” He groped her chest, feeling her tits under his hands. “Anything for you, my love.” Misty rubbed his crotch. 

“Please, Alpha. Fuck me. I want to feel your cock in my pussy,” Misty said. Remus smirked. Her fantasy when she could have anything she wanted was begging to be fucked. 

“You need to earn it,” Remus husked. He bit her ear, making her squeal. “If you want my cum, you’ve got to show me you can be obedient.” 

“I’ll do anything, Alpha.” Misty kissed his neck. “Just say the word and I’ll do it. I crave you.” Remus slipped 2 fingers into her soaked cunt. 

“I know.” He kissed her as he massaged her insides. “I can smell it. You try to hide it, but my nose can tell how aroused you get whenever we’re together.” Misty blushed, turning away from him. “Look at me.” He grabbed her chin, turning her head to face him. “Who owns this?” 

He tapped her g-spot. Misty gasped. “You do, Alpha.” 

“And these?” He slapped her tits. 

“They’re yours,” Misty cried. Her voice was trembling. “Every part of me is yours. I swear, I’ll serve you forever if you’ll let me.”

Remus shushed her, putting a finger over her lips. “Don’t make a sound. Stay silent… and maybe I’ll fuck you.” 

He dropped down, licking her nipples as he played with her insides. She broke out into goosebumps, shaking as she tried to suppress her moans. 

“Was that a sound?” Remus asked, grinning cruelly. Misty shook her head. Her hands were over her mouth, literally holding in her moans. “Good. Good sluts obey the rules.” He ground her clit with his thumb, watching her squirm. He could see how good he was making her feel. “You're such a good bitch. You make my cock feel amazing every time I use your holes.” Misty’s face reddened. The praise combined with the sexual pleasure was almost too much. Remus kept pushing. “You’re so beautiful.” He ran his tongue around her boobs; tasting her. “So sexy.” She was going to break. He could see it. She was biting her lip, struggling with all her might not to give in. All she needed was one last push. “That’s it. Let your voice out now!”

Misty screamed, her back arching as it all came out. She squirted, but Remus kept playing with her, making her feel better and better. 

“That’s it. Cum for me. Let everyone hear who owns you. I want everyone to know that you're mine.” 

“Yes. I’m yours. I’m your toy,” Misty cried, shaking in his arms. “Remus owns me!” 

“You're more than that. You’re my love,” Remus growled, kissing her again. Misty whined as they made out, still shaking like a leaf. “I love you so much.” She was crying; the pleasure he was giving her had overwhelmed her, making her eyes water. 

“I love you too.” Remus kissed his way down her neck. He let his teeth brush against her skin. She was so fragile. So vulnerable. She was being completely open, showing her truest desires. The more Remus saw, the more he wanted her. 

He rubbed his cock against her pussy, getting it wet with her juices. “You want this, don’t you?” 

“More than I thought possible.” Misty humped against him, her rock-hard clit rubbing against his cock. “Please use me. I want to feel your massive cock spreading my hole wide open.” 

“If I do this, you’ll be mine forever.”

“I know. That’s what I want. Your cock is perfect, special. I’ve known it ever since the first time you fucked my ass. No other man could ever satisfy me.” She pulled him down, so his cock was sandwiched against her. “I don’t care. I don’t want any other man. I want you. I want to be yours.” 

“You already are.” Remus slid back, lining his dick up with her entrance. 

“I know. It’s my fate to serve you. All my life has led to this moment.” Her hole was quivering against his tip, begging him to take her. “Do it. Take what's yours, Alpha.” 

Remus plunged into her. Slowly. Very slowly. He didn’t want to risk hurting her. 

She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him down hard. He was fully shafted inside her, her belly bulging around his cock. “Take. Me. There’s no need to be gentle. I like it rough.” 

“You asked for it.” She was wet and ready. Her stretching meant she could accommodate his full size without any warmup. If she wanted it rough, Remus would be rough. He jackhammered into her; the bed creaked and strained under the force. Misty kept her legs around him as he worked her over, wrapping her hands around him too.  

“This is—fuck. I never knew sex could be this amazing.” She bit Remus’ neck, sucking on his skin. The sensation was unmistakable. She was giving him a hickey, marking him the same way he marked her. Her tongue felt smooth and wet against his skin as she slurped. 

Remus returned the favour. Taking her smooth, unblemished skin into his mouth, he sucked hard, making her cry out in joy. “So devoted to serving me. So devoted to serving my cock. I’m so proud of my little cock slut.” 


“Yes. I’m a good slut,” Misty mewled. She moved her hips back into him, meeting his thrusts with her own wild ones. “I work hard to serve you. You're my Alpha; being your bitch is an honour. Every day I’m so glad that you chose me.” 

“I’ll always choose you,” Remus said earnestly. Misty was stunned by the sudden shift in tone. She covered her face, whimpering. “Don’t hide from me. You're beautiful. I want to see the woman I love.” She split her fingers, peeking out at him. It was funny how shy she was acting, while being roughly fucked the way she had asked. She still struggles with affection. Remus could understand. He decided he would keep showering her with affection until she was used to it. “So cute. So sweet. So lovely.” 

“I…” Misty moved her hands away. She wrapped them around Remus' neck. “Kiss me.” This kiss was sloppier, more desperate. Misty wanted to connect with him as fully and shamelessly as possible. Remus could feel her surrendering to the feeling. Feel her letting go of her embarrassment and embracing him. He could also feel her pussy clinging to him, trying to wring his cock dry. 

“So good. Your pussy’s so tight.” 

“No, your cock’s just huge,” Misty said immediately. “How’s my cute little cunny supposed to handle a giant hammering into it?”

“It’s not. I want you to be overwhelmed. I want you to feel better than you’ve ever felt.” Remus rubbed her clit. As soon as he touched it, Misty gasped, her body tensing as she lost control. She pulled him down, burying her face in his neck and sucking as she came.

“Cum inside me, Alpha. This hole belongs to you too.” Remus could never refuse such a desperate, needy request. He let go, his cock spewing his seed deep inside her. Misty mewled happily as she was filled with cum, his cock spitting it out seemingly without limit. When he was done, he pulled out, watching as a torrent of his jizz flowed out, leaking from her onto the bedding. Her cunt was gaping wide open, the cavernous hole painted white. Misty grinned at the sight of it. “You’ve done it. You’ve made me yours and yours alone. My pussy belongs to you now. I hope you take good care of it.” 

“I will.” Remus kissed her cheek. “I’ll take care of you.” 

“Getting my pussy wrecked was a dream. Now everyone who sees it will know only you can satisfy me,” Misty said, running a finger around the edge; she got it wet with his cum. She sucked on the finger, letting out a long moan. “Your cum tastes so good. You should totally sell this; bitches would pay for it!" 

Remus’ cock hardened as he watched her suck her finger, running her lips over it. “Who would pay for that?” 

“Me. I’m your bitch.” She swirled her tongue around the digit. “I’d pay as much as you want.” 

“My bitches get it for free.” Misty licked her lips. 

“Then I want more. You’ve only gaped one of my holes. You own all 3!” She pulled her legs back, folding them behind her head. Remus glanced at her twitching asshole; it was wet with his cum. Glistening. Begging to be fucked. 

“Bitches beg,” Remus said. He slapped her tit hard, making her gasp. “Don’t forget your place.” 

“Harder. Slap my stupid tits harder. They deserve it.” 

Remus smacked them again, watching the fat sacks flow around the strike. They turned redder with each hit. “Why do they deserve it, bitch?” 

“Because…” Misty bit her lip. “I cover them with clothes when they should be available to you all the time.” 

Remus smacked her hard. “I like your outfits. And I can put my hands under them if I want.” 

“Yes.” Misty was panting with need. “Whenever you want. Alpha, my body belongs to you. I don’t care what I’m doing or why: if you want to use my body, take it. I’m yours. Every inch of my body belongs to you.”

Remus swallowed, his arousal impossible to ignore. “You mean…”

“I’m free use from now on. You don’t need permission to use my body, because it’s yours.” Remus slammed into her ass, filling her in a single thrust. Misty let out a screaming gasp, her body quivering. “Yes. That’s it. My holes belong to you now. They’re your holes.”

Remus kept slapping her tits. Every time he did, her pussy leaked more of her juices mixed with his cum. His cock in her ass forced his cum out of her, making it slip out and onto the bed. 

“Hah! No, my reward.” Misty scooped it up as he fucked her, shovelling it into her mouth as fast as she could. “I need it all,” she said, her mouth full to the point of overflowing. “It's too valuable. I won’t waste it. It's my favourite drink. Juice for this slut. Slut-juice!” 

Remus couldn’t tell if he was amused or aroused. The sight of her drinking his cum so desperately was super-hot, contrasted with her desperate babbling as she slurped her fingers clean. She stuck her fingers inside her now loose cunt, searching around to find anything that hadn’t been pushed out by his dick. “You look insane,” Remus said. “Fingering yourself while I fuck your ass.” 

“I am crazy,” Misty said, sticking her tongue out over her glistening chin. “Crazy for you.” 

Remus’ heart swelled at her sweet tone. “I’m crazy about you too.” He kissed her forehead. Her eyes widened, sparkling at the gesture. 

“Oh.” 

“All for you, remember?” Remus put his hand over her pussy; she let him. He slit it inside her, her cunt stretching to accommodate him. “I want you to feel as good as possible.” 

He fisted her as he fucked her. The effect was immediate; Misty screamed like a woman possessed, her juices squirting out as he used both her holes. “Yes. Yes! Fuck, your whole hand is in me. I feel so full in every one of my holes. This is great. Nothing could feel better than this.” 

Remus took that as a challenge. Speeding up, he used his free hand to rub her clit, while leaning over to suck on her offered nipple. 

“Ah!” Misty’s whole body shook, her voice failing her as she received pleasure from 4 sources at once. She squirted, then squirted again. “Too good. Why the fuck did I wait for this? I should’ve been your cock-socket from the start! Being your bitch is heaven. I’m in heaven!” 

He kept working her body, switching nipples and styles sporadically. Everything he did was entirely for her. Her pleasure. Her enjoyment. He made her see ecstasy, then immediately got to work on the next big finish. He didn't keep track; it wasn’t a contest. He loved Misty and wanted her to have the time of her life. He would’ve gone all night if he could have, but eventually, his body betrayed him. “I’m going to cum, where do you want it?” 

“Inside! No, my mouth! NO inside. Fuck, I don’t care. Fill me up, Alpha. I need your cum so badly!” Remus sucked on her neck, marking her one more time as he exploded inside her. The deluge of cum filled her, the sensation triggering another orgasm for the near-manic slut. Remus kept working her throughout, even as he lost himself to the wonderful feeling of her asshole. 

He bit her ear gently, whispering, “Hope you enjoyed that.”

Misty cackled wildly. “Hope! Obviously, I liked that. Your cock totally dominated me, fuck, I’m going to be sore for weeks.”

“Sorry, was I too—”

“Bitches like being sore,” Misty said, cutting him off. “Now, let’s get you cleaned up.”  

“What do you mean?” She pushed Remus back, then unfolded herself with tired grace. 

“Lie down, please, Alpha.” Remus did as she asked. She started with his hand, running her tongue over it with a seductive expression. “I can’t leave you covered in my cum. It’s my duty as your bitch to ensure you're clean and pristine." She sucked on his finger, pushing it so deep it tickled her throat. Pulling back, she made eye contact the whole time, the thought of her sucking his dick filling his mind. She repeated this with his other digits, never breaking eye contact, begging silently to taste more. 

Remus’ cock hardened. Misty knew exactly what she was doing, and she did it like a master. She craved him and ensured he knew it. Her licking was an act of worship, a show of her abject submission. Remus’ eyes fluttered, the feeling of her tongue so relaxing, but he couldn’t look away. He had to see every flick of her tongue and smack of her lips. This show was for him only, and he would enjoy every last second of it. 

“You made me feel better than I thought possible,” Misty said, laying kisses against his hand. “I felt things I’ve never felt before. Dirty things,” she grinned saucily. “But also, sweet things. I feel so used and so loved at the same time.” She sashayed off the bed, lowering herself to be level with his cock. “I want to make you feel the same way.” 

“I want this to be all for you,” Remus protested. 

“I know. But this is for me,” Misty said, kissing his inner thigh. Remus’ wet cock twitched. “You’ve made me cum so many times. You’ve marked me as yours, and yours alone.” She stretched her neck, showing off her marks. “What I want right now is to do the same for you. My desire is to suck on this dick until you fill my mouth. I’m begging you, Alpha, let me service this cock. It’s the only thing I want.” 

She was so close to his cock he could feel her breath against the wetness. Her eyes were locked on his own, begging him for permission. She stuck her tongue out, holding it under his cock, her spit slipping off it as she waited. She wouldn’t move an inch until he told her to, but she desperately wanted to. “Do it.” 

“Thank you, Alpha.” She swirled her tongue around the tip slowly. Teasingly. She was dragging out every motion, building anticipation for the main event. Remus passively let her, embracing the feeling as her tongue flicked across the sides. She held it in her hand daintily, guiding it but never forcing it. Her every action was imbued with gentleness and love. More than that, there was reverence. 

She stretched her tongue, wrapping around his cock repeatedly. Remus gasped as it formed layer after layer of loops around him. She jerked it back and forth. It felt like he was being licked by a dozen women at once, all wrapped tight around his member. “Fuck, you're amazing.” Remus groaned, fighting the urge to close his eyes. Misty changed the pattern, having the tip of her tongue reach his tip, slipping it inside his urethra. Every action she took, she watched him, measuring his reaction. 

She unfurled her tongue, making Remus gasp as it retracted back into her mouth. She went under his cock, kissing his balls softly. “This is where my favourite drink comes from.” She kissed them again, covering every inch of them with love. “Such wonderful things. To think they could make something so delicious. They deserve to be worshipped too.” Misty looked up at him, his dick resting on her face. “Can I worship them, Alpha?” 

“Worship my balls,” Remus ordered. Misty squealed with joy, running her long tongue around his balls. Remus’ cock was twitching with desire, practically begging for attention at this point. Watching Misty so earnestly slathering his balls with her spit was almost too much to take. It was heaven and hell at the same time; his every instinct screaming at him to take her. But he resisted. He let her work, teasing him relentlessly with endless enthusiasm. “Suck them,” he said, his voice tight. 

“Yes, Alpha.” She pulled his ball into her mouth, sucking on it hard. Remus groaned, feeling her tug at it with her lips and lap at it with her tongue. She rolled the ball about, then switched to the other, her tongue working its magic. “Salty, like my favourite drink.” Misty kissed them, her spit making her lips glisten. “These balls are wonderful. Every part of your body is. You're more than a man.” She pulled back, positioning herself at the tip of his penis again. “You're a god.” 

She wasn’t exaggerating; this was how she felt. She worshipped him, plain and simple. Remus couldn’t fight it anymore. “Suck my dick, bitch.” 

“Yes, God.” She pressed her lips against the tip, spreading them languidly around him as she pushed deeper. She went slowly, adoringly, never breaking eye contact for a second as he steadily disappeared inside her. She kept going when he reached her throat, shafting him inside herself effortlessly until her lips were pressed against his crotch. Remus twitched inside her, feeling her throat. It felt amazing, but he couldn’t delay anymore. He had to have her. Now. 

“I said suck my dick, bitch.” He grabbed her head, seeing her eyes sparkle. This was what she had been waiting for the whole time. Her goal. Everything was building up to his taking control and fucking her face. “You're my free use slut. So, I’m going to use you.” 

He wrenched her back and forth, pulling her hair as he thrust into her. Her throat opened and closed obediently for him, her lips and tongue working overtime to maximise his pleasure. She moved with calculated skill even when he was brutally fucking her face. She kept looking up at him, her eyes watering but still filled with love. Remus let his desire guide him, using her without any thought except how to feel best. It was selfish. It was rough. And it felt amazing. 

He slapped her on a whim. She begged for more with her eyes. He slapped her again, reddening her cheeks as he jackhammered into her throat. “Such a whore. I offer you anything you want, and this is what you choose.” He switched cheeks, keeping them evenly red. “Your throat is mine. You're lucky I claimed it; lucky I deigned to use it.” The cruel words came spilling out. He pulled out, rubbing his cock on her face. He covered her in her own spit. 

“Yes, I’m so lucky. I’m so glad you found me, Alpha. Being your bitch is a dream come true. Being slapped by you is the best reward I could hope for.” He slammed back into her mouth, silencing her. Her praise was exquisite, but he was too desperate to stop for long. His balls were tightening; he was going to cum soon. 

“I’m close, bitch. I know where you want it.” Her enthusiasm redoubled. She caressed his balls with her hands, trying to coax out the cum she so desperately wanted. Remus held out, wanting to experience the addictive feeling a little longer. Then he groaned, unleashing inside her mouth. Misty gleefully swallowed the first load, well used to his prodigious amounts. He kept going, filling her up so fast that she couldn’t keep up. Then he pulled out, aiming at her face. She quickly grabbed his cock, jerking it off. His cum splashed against her skin, covering her bulging cheeks one by one, then her nose and lips. When he was finally spent, she was covered in his cum. Inside and out.

She leaned back, blowing a bubble and popping it with her tongue. She swirled the white fluid about with a cheeky grin, gurgling it. She swallowed, then opened her mouth again. “Ta-da!” 

“Did you like it?” Remus asked redundantly. Misty scooped some cum off her cheek, licking it off her finger happily. 

“It’s my favourite drink.” She grinned cheekily. “I always want more.” She kept scooping it up, savouring every last drop as Remus watched enraptured. He absentmindedly wondered why women enjoyed the taste so much. Ultimately, he was glad because the sight of Misty doing so would forever be burned into his mind. When she finished, she stretched her tongue, licking at her glistening cheeks to ensure she got it all. “Thank you for the treat.” She looked up at him. “I mean it. Thank you for letting me show you how much I love you, Remus.” 

Remus pulled her into a hug, lifting her up. “I love you too.” Misty giggled, kicking her feet in the air. “Do you need to shower, or do you want to go to bed?” 

“I’m covered in sweat, jizz and my own cum,” Misty said blandly. “Why’d I ever want to wash that off?” 

Remus laughed, lowering her into the bed. “We’ll shower in the morning. For now, I’m exhausted. Let’s sleep.” 

“I hope you mean together. Because you might need an onahole in the shower, and I wouldn’t be doing my job if you didn’t have my holes available to you.” 

Remus pulled her into him, pressing his cock between her butt cheeks as he spooned her. “We’ll shower together.” 

“I mean it, Remus.” Misty rubbed her ass against his cock. “Anytime. Anywhere. It doesn’t matter who's around or what we’re doing. You’ve claimed me, so you can use me whenever you want.”

“I will,” Remus promised. He stroked her hair, feeling the soft tresses under his fingers. “I won’t be able to resist. You did amazing; I think I’ll remember this for the rest of my life.” 

“Aw, my holes felt good. You're making me blush.” 

“I love you,” Remus purred into her ear. He saw her cheeks redden. 

“I love you too, Remus.”


Chapter 48: Handover 

Alwin watched as his monsters tore each other to shreds. He felt an odd sense of melancholy. He knew they were monsters; if he did not control them with his staff, they’d turn on him in an instant, considering the situation destroying them all was the only rational choice. Yet still he felt it unfair. He had sought them out, taming each individually and using them as his personal army, and now, when they were no longer convenient to him, he had them destroyed. 

He had brought them to the edge of town so that the villagers would not be scared by the sight of them fighting. He chose an empty field; the soil was currently resting so their corpses would not be an issue. Their blood would fertilise the earth, and he would harvest the meat, providing what good monsters were able to. 

“You were wise to destroy the monsters,” Warmonger said, appearing behind Alwin. Aeaea was at his side, wearing a burlap sack and a pair of handcuffs, looking miserable. A gag prevented her from speaking. 

“I don’t need them, and you didn’t ask for them,” Alwin said. “So why keep them around? They’ll only cause trouble.” 

“True enough. I’m glad you didn’t try anything foolish; it would not have ended well.” Warmonger moved his cloak, revealing a sword dangling at his hip. “Give me the staff.” 

“Let Aeaea go,” Alwin said. Warmonger snarled. 

“I am an orc of my word.” He undid the handcuffs, letting her free herself. “Go.” She pulled out her gag, running to Alwin’s side. 

“Alwin, don’t give him the staff!” Aeaea cried. Warmonger smiled at her panic. Alwin put his hands on her shoulders. 

“Are you hurt? Did he do anything to you?” 

“Nothing I can’t handle. Alwin, you can’t give him the staff. It’s a divine artifact; he’ll use it for evil!” 

“What are you going to do, Alwin? Are you a man of your word?” The threat was implicit but unmistakable. Alwin was not a warrior; even if he was it wouldn’t matter. If he somehow killed Warmonger another would replace him. He no longer had any monsters to protect him either. 

Alwin threw the staff to him; Warmonger caught it nimbly. “Alwin, no.” Aeaea wept. 

“It’s been a pleasure doing business with you,” Warmonger said. With nothing more to say, he turned his back on Alwin, walking away. He lowered his guard, knowing Alwin wouldn’t do anything. 

Alwin turned back to Aeaea. She crossed her arms, glaring at him. “How could you?” 

“I had to get you back. You don’t know what he’s capable of.” 

“Do you think I’m an idiot? I know he’s dangerous, but now he’s got one of the most powerful weapons in the world!” Alwin swallowed, glancing at Warmonger as he disappeared over the horizon. “Don’t you feel any guilt at all?” 

“I’m not proud of what I did. But if I were given the choice to do it again, I would. Aeaea, I can’t lose you too.” He reached out to stroke her cheek. She moved back, avoiding his touch. 

“The man I know would never do something so cowardly.”

“Cowardly?” 

“Yes, cowardly. Because of you, Warmonger now has untold power; who knows what he’ll do with it. Not to mention Iris and Azula are in danger now. You’ve saved me but doomed everyone else.” 

Alwin closed his eyes. The way Aeaea was looking at him was too painful. He’d never seen her like this before. She was disgusted with him. Was she right to be? He had saved her. But he had also saved himself. It was odd; until a few days ago, he was resigned to death. He thought it was unavoidable, so he felt no need to resist. Fighting the inevitable was pointless. He had tried to do that when he saved his father, and look how that turned out. 

Then he was given a chance to live. It was an obvious plan; one he should’ve been able to come up with himself; he had been too busy feeling sorry for himself to even try. Now, he had betrayed the people who’d tried to save him. They didn’t need to help him. They could have taken the staff while he was sleeping, and he would’ve been unable to stop them. They could’ve killed him. He’d seen how powerful they both were. Instead, they chose to help, and he stabbed them in the back at the first opportunity. 

“There’s nothing I can do now. He has both staffs,” Alwin said, feeling tears forming under his closed eyelids. “Without the staff, I’m nothing.” 

He felt something warm against his cheek. He opened his eyes, seeing Aeaea in front of him, her eyes full of sympathy. “You know that’s not true.” 

“What can I do? Do you expect me to make an enchanted sword or something? Nothing I make will ever compete with a divine artifact.” 

“Probably not. But you can at least try. If we find Iris or Azula, we can warn them. As far as they know, they’re safe.”

“If I do that, Warmonger will come after you again.” 

“I know.” Aeaea glanced up at the sky. She pulled the burlap sack off her body. “Circe intervened even when she knew she shouldn’t, to save mortal lives. If I’m going to honour her, I must be willing to risk my own life to follow her example.” 

Alwin had never seen Aeaea like this before. In the past, he had always enjoyed her naked body. Aeaea was hot. But seeing her now, he saw it in a different way. It was an expression of her ideals, her total willingness to take whatever the world threw at her. Alwin didn’t worship Circe, but perhaps he could follow one of her teachings. “What do we do first?” 

Aeaea’s smile filled Alwin with more hope than he had felt in years. “First, we go back to your smithy. Circe blessed you with the ability to enchant, and you're going to use it. You're going to create the strongest weapons you can make.” 

“There’s no time. If we’re going to help them, we’ve got to go now.”

“Then we’ll take whatever you’ve made already. Let’s go.”


Chapter 49: Hot Springs

Misty liked Ghastabre for the most part; its only issue was that it was hot all the time. Apparently, Ghast Mountain was an active volcano, so heat rose from the ground, baking everything. It turned out that this did come with some advantages. Sharmane had invited them to her house, where she had her very own hot spring. 

The orc’s house was modest, being made of wood with a thatched roof. It was circular on the outside, with the rooms shaped like slices of pizza. Her furniture was all handmade and old, with several staffs hanging on the wall alongside charcoal sketches. “Did you draw these?” Misty asked, admiring the art. She was drawn to a sketch of the town that was impressively detailed. 

“No, my father drew it before he died,” Sharmane said. She joined Misty with a wistful smile. “I didn’t inherit his artistic ability.”

“Not everything is inherited. Maybe if you practise, you could learn,” Remus said. 

“Believe me, I tried. Father spent years trying to teach me, but I could never get the knack for it.” Sharmane shrugged. “Some things aren’t meant to be.” Misty stayed silent. She didn’t want them to ask about her art. “Enough about that. Let’s strip-off so we can get in the water.” 


Misty gaped as they both removed their clothes without hesitation. They never even considered going to another room. “Is something wrong, Misty?” Remus asked; he had the gall to be confused that she wasn’t getting naked. 

“You're getting your dick out,” Misty said, looking at Remus’ third leg. 

“Did you expect him to go in with his clothes on?” Sharmane said, barking with laughter. She took her top off, revealing her breasts were as huge as her muscles. Misty swallowed at the sight, forcing herself to refocus on Sharmane’s face. 

“Um… is this okay? Shouldn’t Remus go to another room or something?” 

“Am I making you uncomfortable, Misty?” Remus asked, now fully naked. He was concerned but clearly did not see any issue with his behaviour. “You’ve seen me naked before. Is there something wrong with my body?” 

“No, that’s not what I meant. It's just… Sharmane might be uncomfortable seeing so much of you.” Sharmane finished stripping, showing her body in all its toned glory. She had a thin landing strip leading to her vagina. 

“I don’t understand. What’s wrong with my dick?” 

“Nothing. You have a great cock. Big and veiny, the way a cock should be,” Sharmane said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You should be proud of your body.”

“Thanks Sharmane, you’ve got a great body too.” 

“You flatterer,” Sharmane said, punching him lightly on the arm. “Now, Misty, are you going to join us or not?” 

“Um… if you don’t mind, I guess it’s okay.” Back home, bathing had always been a private activity. While some people were nudists, and she had met exhibitionists, they were the exception, not the rule. Yet around these 2, Misty felt odd for not being naked. I’m overthinking this. It’s just nudity. 

Misty peeled off her clothes while Remus and Sharmane chatted away as if nothing interesting was happening. When she was done, she reflexively covered her chest and between her legs. Sharmane rolled her eyes. “Let’s get in the water,” she said. Turning on her heel, she headed out the door, giving Misty a clear view of her impossibly toned ass. 

Her garden was the most beautiful garden Misty had ever seen. An uneven stone path led to the stairs down into a steaming pool of water. A border of rocks from the mountains surrounded it, with a steady stream of water flowing in from up the hill. There was a pair of lemon trees on either side of the path. A leafy hedge surrounded the garden, providing some semblance of privacy; Misty doubted either of them would have cared if it wasn’t there, but she was glad it was. It was one thing to be naked with friends; stripping in front of strangers would be too much for her.

Sharmane climbed in without another thought, sighing contentedly as the water rose above her chest. Remus followed her. “Come on, Misty, get in,” he called, waving her over. 

Misty scanned the area one more time before joining them. Since she was so much shorter than them, she couldn’t sit on the ground without submerging her head. Sharmane provided her with a stone stool, allowing her to rest with her back against the wall. The water felt delightful, soothing aches she hadn’t even been aware of. She closed her eyes, her hair floating around her. “This is how life should be. We fight hard, then we rest harder,” Sharmane said. 

“Does everyone have a hot spring?” Remus asked. 

“On this side of the river, more or less. Some people share them, but they’re everywhere.” Sharmane grinned. “Of course, mine is one of the biggest and deepest. When you’ve got a body like mine, you need a lot of room to spread out. I imagine you feel the same way, big guy.” 

“I’ve swum in huge lakes, but when you travel a lot, you’ve got to take what you can get,” Remus said, sounding more relaxed than Misty had ever heard him. 

“I can’t imagine leaving my hot spring behind,” Sharmane said. “I'm in here every chance I get. I’d feel gross if I missed a day.” 

They kept chatting idly for a while, not talking about anything important. They were all too relaxed to focus on any of the major issues; it was nice to take a moment to focus on recovering. Misty found herself envying the orcs of Ghastabre; in the big city only the richest of nobles would have something so luxurious. 

After a while, Sharmane stood up, her hands on her hips. “Let’s play a game.” 

“Like what?” Misty asked, too relaxed to open her eyes. 

“How about Punch Off? I’ll take you on, Remus.”

“What’s Punch Off?” Remus asked. 

“You’ve never played? It’s classic. Basically, I punch you in the stomach as hard as I can, then you punch me in the stomach. We keep going until one of us surrenders,” Sharmane said. Misty opened one eye, seeing her proud grin. “I’m the champion.” 

“I’ll pass,” Remus said. “I don’t like fighting.” 

“It’s a pity one as blessed as you would waste your talents,” Sharmane said. “What if I promise not to use my Cursed Mark?” 

“No.” 

Sharmane turned to Misty, pouting her lips in consideration. “How about we play a game that isn’t torturing each other?” Misty suggested. 

“Sounds boring.” 

“No, no. Give me a chance,” Misty said. “We could play Hunters and Prey?” No one knew the game, so Misty explained. “It’s essentially Tag, but when you catch someone, they join your team. Since we’re in the water, we’ll make it a rule you have to swim to catch people.” Sharmane grinned evilly, punching her own hand. “... and no punching.” 

“I know. I’m not an idiot.” Sharmane punched her hand again. “This’ll be fun. I want to be the first Hunter.” 

They started the game with Sharmane in the middle of the pool. Remus and Misty were at opposite ends, both waiting for her first move. Predictably, she made a beeline for Remus. She thinks he’s the harder target. Misty felt second place, but she got it. Based on their bodies, people would think Remus was stronger and therefore a better swimmer. 

Sharmane caught him quickly. She chased him into the side, not letting him slip past her, then grabbed him, slipping both her arms under his armpits and hefting him out of the water. “I’ve got you!” she cried, throwing him down. “None can escape this hunter!” 

“You only had to touch him,” Misty said, safe at the other end of the hot spring. 

“What would be the fun in that?” Sharmane slapped Remus on the back when he resurfaced. “Now, let’s catch our prey.” 

Misty swallowed as the 2 muscular giants swam towards her. They were right next to each other, giving her some room to avoid them, but it was still intimidating seeing them come at her so quickly. Sharmane was fast! Misty managed to avoid them for a bit, but it quickly became clear that her lack of experience swimming was a disadvantage; growing up in the orphanage, she had only ever done just enough to learn how to not drown. So, she did the obvious thing: she cheated. 

Stretching her arm across the pool, she grabbed the other side and launched herself over their heads. Sharmane leapt up, swinging both arms to try to catch her. She caught Misty around the waist, but her momentum was too strong, letting her slip out of her grasp. Misty landed with a massive splash, laughing giddily. She expected Sharmane to announce herself the winner, since she had won. Touching Misty was the victory condition. Instead, she spun around, racing towards Misty with reckless abandon. “Try that again. This time I’ll catch you,” Sharmane growled, kicking up a massive torrent of water. 

“Sure thing. Eat my dust.” She stretched her arm, this time avoiding her and going to the other side of the pool untouched. Sharmane growled, pushing off the end and resuming her chase. Misty repeated this a few more times, watching as Sharmane grew steadily more tired. “What’s the matter? Are those huge muscles of yours for show?” she mocked, seeing their dripping wet forms. Sharmane whispered something to Remus, who nodded. “Aw, you're strategising. All this to catch little old me. I’m touched.” 

Misty did it again, avoiding them as much as possible. Suddenly, Remus threw Sharmane in the air in her direction. Misty eeped as Sharmane plucked her out of the sky, dragging her down into the water with a mighty crash. When she was done, Sharmane was holding her bridal style. “We win,” she said. 

Her muscles were so huge and hard. Misty loved the feeling; she loved the feeling of her huge tits against her side even more. “... okay.” 

“Haha, there’s no need to be embarrassed, Misty. You gave us the runaround for ages,” Remus said, wading over to her. Sharmane put her down, leaving her standing between the 2 towers of muscles. 

I could get used to this, Misty thought, feeling absolutely tiny. 

Sharmane put her hands on Misty’s shoulders. She said, “Shall we play again? This time I want to be the prey.”


Chapter 50: The Beast of Basset Woods

Basset Woods was a large expanse of trees to the northeast of Lilporch, on the way to the Suter Mountain Range. Until recently, it had been popular with merchants as it offered the shortest path to Celestall City from western Necrum. While the Inquisitors didn’t actively patrol it, being so near to the city meant it wasn’t popular with bandits, so usually only a small guard was needed to prevent issues with monsters. That all changed last month. 

A merchant's caravan had been travelling along one day, no different to the hundreds like it that passed through every year. It was attacked out of the blue by a creature of shadow and claw, a wild beast that tore the caravan to shreds, along with the guards and the merchants within it. After that, several adventurers had been hired by the guild to try to hunt the monster. All of them had failed. The mission was promoted repeatedly until it was considered S-Class. When no one was able to handle the monster, the mission was forgotten. No one was willing to pay enough to have it removed; instead, the merchants decided to take the less direct route around the woods, preferring to spend longer travelling rather than risk their hides. 

Warmonger entered the woods fearlessly. He knew there was nothing in its depths that could threaten him now. He had an honour guard of monsters around him, a random assortment of creatures that he had come across on his way to the woods. They were not especially threatening, but already he had 12 different monsters. Quantity isn’t enough. I need quality. 

Warmonger kept his eyes peeled as he moved. He had learnt to control monsters, but he was far from mastering the staff. To take control of a monster, he first needed to lay eyes on it. If he were too slow, the beast could make him its next victim. Some men would’ve balked at such a risk, but Warmonger was above such base fears. He knew that to gain something, one had to embrace risk. 

Once again, he tried to use the staff’s secondary ability to sense the monsters in his surroundings; in theory, one only had to open one's mind to receive the information. In practice, he struggled. Warmonger was a capable mage, but the staff was complex and was rejecting him for reasons he did not understand. 

He heard leaves rustling. Turning to the source, he raised the staff in preparation for an assault. He was tackled from behind. He’d been tricked. Like a thief who throws a stone to distract a guard, his attacker had diverted his attention. Even worse, he dropped the staff! His monsters froze. His mastery of the staff was sufficient that they did not turn on him once he dropped it, but not great enough to give them standing orders. He was on his own. 

Warmonger threw his attacker off him, getting his first look at its bizarre form. It was as the reports had stated: a creature of pure shadow. Its face cycled between different animalistic forms, its body’s size growing and shrinking in proportion to its form. Warmonger could sense its mana outstripped his by orders of magnitude. This was not a monster he could hope to best. He searched for his staff; it had been sent several feet away from him. To get it he’d have to turn his back on the beast; a death sentence if there ever was one. 

Warmonger stomped his foot, activating his magic. A wall of earth rose from the ground. He knew it wouldn’t be enough to stop the creature. It was upon him in an instant, crying out with the voice of several overlapping evils. Warmonger fell back, stomping again this time, creating a spike. As the creature broke the wall, it was pierced by the spike. 

A lesser monster would have died. He had pierced its heart. It smashed the spike, its appearance shifting to a less threatening form. Warmonger fled; he had limited time. Soon it would recover. No, it had already recovered. It charged at him, extending its shadowy horns, intent on goring him. Warmonger grasped the staff, aiming it at the creature and activating its magic. For the first time since obtaining the staff, he felt resistance. The multitude of monsters warred against him. If they were acting in concert, they might have even succeeded. 

The beast stopped, standing erect. “You will not harm me. You are my weapon now.” The shadows retreated, the creature shrinking until it was shorter than him. He saw the unfortunate soul within, her eyes screaming at him for aid. If he wanted to, he could free her in an instant. But he needed a subject for the monsters to possess. “Come. We have work to do.”


Chapter 51: Protracted Negotiations 

Darkclaw had never met with the Merchants Guild before. The Merchants Guild was once a series of smaller guilds, like the various adventurers' guilds that dot Corpus. However, after Lilith’s defeat, a few enterprising guild masters realised the untapped potential for growth and joined their guilds together. Since then, they had grown and absorbed the other guilds until they became a force to be reckoned with. As things stood, Nexus would not allow the formation of any other merchants' guilds, giving them a near monopoly across the country. For decades they had been working to spread their influence further, making significant headway in Nekomi and Twilsis. 

Necrum had not followed suit; Queen Vael had made it clear that none of the lords were to break rank. While the Merchant’s Guild could engage in trade with Necrum, they were not allowed to expand their influence into the country or make branches. In practice, this had only been somewhat effective, as many so-called independent merchants' guilds were under the thumb of the Merchants Guild. Their influence was great; few nobles could claim to have the wealth to match them. The only reason they weren’t more of a threat was that their unified front was an illusion; the upper merchants were in constant internal conflict, endlessly trying to undermine each other in any way they could. 

Darkclaw was invited to a guildhall in Calburg, the nearest settlement in Nexus. As soon as she arrived, she saw the signs of a country at war; soldiers were on every street corner, looking tense. If the Helkiti were to arrive, it was obvious they would be insufficient to match them. This city was far away from everything else, so it was unlikely it’d be a target, but Darkclaw still ensured she had an honour guard of knights with her.

She had agreed to meet the guild’s representative on his turf as a show of good faith. The headquarters was a storybook-style behemoth that towered above everything else in the quaint little town. Despite its charming appearance on the outside, on the inside it was anything but. Every surface was grey and sterile, lacking any character or style. The furniture was bland, uninspired, and often uncomfortable, as it did the absolute minimum to fit the definition. Darkclaw’s meeting was to take place in a windowless cell that they called a conference room. 

“Lady Darkclaw, I do hope you can forgive my tardiness,” Brett said. Brett was the spit of Donegal, the only difference being that he was male, although his features were so soft and feminine it was hard to tell. His face was so smooth that she doubted he shaved; in all likelihood he was incapable of growing a beard. Like Donegal, he favoured bland, grey attire. 

“It’s not an issue. I imagine that, given the current situation, things are rather difficult.” 

“The current situation?” Brett tilted his head. 

“... The Helkiti.” 

“Oh right, yes, that is very exciting. Isn’t it?”

“Is that the right word?” Darkclaw asked. 

“You need to think more like a businessman. War is great for business, if you know what you're doing.” 

Darkclaw grimaced. She hoped she’d never think like that. War meant people died, even on the winning side. Her intelligence said the Helkiti were on the other side of the country, but even so being so blasé was disgusting. “Shall we begin?” Darkclaw asked, not standing.  

“One moment, please. My secretary will be joining us to keep the minutes of this meeting; the senior partners will want to know what was discussed.” A mousy human woman ran into the room holding a stack of parchment and a quill. She avoided their gazes as she sat down. “You don’t mind, do you?” 

Darkclaw got the feeling he was testing her, trying to subtly assert his dominance by showing he had a servant with him. Darkclaw had brought a retinue of her own but left them back at the inn. They were all Black Knights, more suited to fighting than aiding in matters of state. Donegal had offered to join her, but Darkclaw had decided against bringing the mundane woman. “It’s fine. Let’s get down to business. I understand you have some concerns about Ghastabre. I am here to hear them.” 

“Straight to the point, I like that.” Brett pulled a folded-up piece of parchment out of his pocket. He then retrieved a pair of rimless spectacles, placing them atop his nose precariously. “Ghastabre is naturally a city that has the potential to vastly increase trade between Nexus and Necrum. It is the only direct, crossable border between the 2 nations, so it is vital strategically.” 

Darkclaw pursed her lips as he explained things she already knew to her in excruciating detail. It appeared that while he liked her being straight to the point; he had no desire to follow her lead. 10 minutes later, his summary of useless information mercifully came to an end. 

“So, what are your concerns?” Darkclaw was afraid he’d go off on another long speech, but fortunately he contained himself. 

“We’re concerned about the safety of our merchants. If they are to trade in Ghastabre, we need assurances that they’ll be safe for the duration of their time there.” 

“You have my word.” 

“And that means so much to me,” Brett said, his expression unchanged. “However, I am afraid that some of the senior partners are concerned that the current state of things makes that… insufficient.” 

“You mean the spirits?” 

“Exactly.” Brett put the parchment down. “The spirits are an unknown factor. As long as they remain in Ghastabre, we cannot be sure that it is safe.” 

“I have looked into the matter, and the spirits will be returning to the mountain in due time. However, it’s worth remembering that the spirits are harmless. I’ve been there for weeks and haven’t even touched one.” 

“Things can be dangerous without touching anyone.” 

“How?” 

“In various ways.” 

This went on for a while. Darkclaw got the distinct feeling that he was deliberately wasting time with evasive answers and meaningless drivel. Eventually, she’d had enough. “Tell me what you really want?” 

“Whatever do you mean? We’ve been very clear that we want the spirits removed.” 

“Yes, but obviously that’s not going to happen. So be clear, if you are, I might be able to give it to you.” 

Brett’s glassy eyes locked on her. Darkclaw was struck by how strange he looked. He was a normal dark elf, yet in that moment he felt bizarre. Fake. “We want the right to develop property in Ghastabre, particularly the Ghastlite district.” 

“You can’t build a guildhall.” 

“We understand that. Do not fear, our goal is to build a series of inns, public houses, and other establishments of the like,” Brett said. He snapped his fingers, and his secretary mutely handed him some sketches of buildings that he spread over the table. “We believe that this city has incredible growth potential. If we were to invest, we could turn it into a major trading hub.” 

This is his big plan, Darkclaw thought. After dealing with Coldheart’s chicanery, it felt surprisingly dull. She knew the Merchants Guild’s one and only aspiration was to increase their wealth even further, but still she expected something more dramatic. As she sifted through the diagrams, she finally came across a map of the city showing where they intended to build. She said, “All of these locations are currently occupied.” 

“We are aware.” 

“They’re spiritual sights that are sacred to the Ghastlite.”

“We are aware.” 

“... so you can’t build on them.” 

“Why?” 

Darkclaw’s eye twitched. His expression was still frozen. “The Ghastlite won’t like it, and they are the legal owners of that land.” 

“No, they’re not. The land belongs to their deceased lord. When he died, all his holdings defaulted to the Lord of Icereach: you,” Brett said, his secretary producing more parchments. “Therefore, what happens to the real estate is entirely up to you.” 

“Not all of it, only the land belonging to the previous lord. Some of these are abandoned homes.” 

“Yes, they are the property of the city. But I can assure you that Mayor Donegal is very amenable to our plans.” Brett’s smile was repugnant. At least she now understood why Donegal was so eager for her to attend the meeting. Darkclaw was in no doubt that she had arranged to receive a kickback for her part of the deal. She’d disguised what she was doing, but Darkclaw knew her type. She wasn’t interested in making other people rich unless she benefited the most. “This has the potential to make everyone very rich. It’s a classic win-win-win situation.”


Chapter 52: War Rooms

Sharmane hated wasting her time. Mayor Donegal had deigned to cross the river to meet with the Ghastlite. It was agreed that she would go to their war rooms, the orcish version of a town hall. It was a massive hut, with a stage in the middle of it for the speaker to stand on. Several of Sharmane’s kin and friends were in attendance, ready to hear what she had to say. Remus and Misty had elected not to attend. Since they weren’t part of the tribe, it wouldn’t affect them no matter what Donegal said. They were staying at Sharmane’s place; she’d fill them in after the meeting ended. 

Donegal failed to hide her disgust for her surroundings; the torches’ flickering light highlighting her distasteful expression. “My people,” she began. “I can understand why recent events may have you concerned for your prospects, but fear not. I am here today to tell you of an opportunity available to you all that I myself have only recently learned of.” Donegal awkwardly walked around the stage, trying to face everyone. “Who amongst us can say that they don’t need more money? It is a problem we all face: the endless uncertainty of not knowing where our next meal will come from. Not knowing if we will be able to afford a roof over our heads to protect us from the rain.” Donegal pointedly looked at the ceiling of the war rooms which had a hole letting moonlight in; that this was a deliberate feature was lost on her. 

A hand went up. It belonged to Durz. Donegal pointed at him, indicating that he could speak. “What the heck are you talking about?”

“I’m glad you asked. You see, Lady Darkclaw is meeting with the Merchants Guild as we speak about the potential to develop lands in this city, particularly on this side of the river. As part of this exciting opportunity, I thought it only right that I take the time from my busy schedule to inform you all that you can benefit from this too by selling your land.”

The crowd broke into dozens of conversations as everyone processed what had been said. Sharmane leaned against a wooden beam. She said, “What does Lady Darkclaw have to do with this?” 

Donegal smiled greasily. “As the lord of this city, she owns a lot of land on both sides of the river,” she replied. More conversations broke out in the audience. 

Sharmane had a bad feeling. “Where?”

Donegal told them. The room fell silent. No one knew what to say. Durz was the first to recover. “You can’t sell the fricking ancestors' shrine?” 

Everyone was shouting and threatening her. Donegal took a step back, but this only put her closer to the angry orcs behind her. “I’m not selling anything,” Donegal said. “The only property I own is a mansion on the other side of the river known for its exquisite dinner parties. The seller in question is one of a more ennobled disposition.” 

“Stop talking like a bloody weirdo,” Durz shouted. Spirits flew into the war rooms, flying around erratically. Sharmane knew spirits didn’t tend to concern themselves with mortal matters, but it seemed like they were angry too. Did they know their shrine was being sold? 

Orcs were jeering, demanding that Donegal leave. Donegal, stupid as always, decided to keep talking instead. “Perhaps I did not make myself clear. This is a great opportunity for all of you to elevate your social status. As things stand, you are forced to live in tiny huts, but if you sell them, you could live in real houses.” 

Someone threw a rotten tomato at Donegal. It was about time. It's an orcish tradition to punish any speaker who’s sufficiently unpopular. She’s lucky they didn’t use rocks. More tomatoes flew, and the spirits kept raging. Donegal finally gave up, sprinting out of the room in tears. The crowd parted to let her escape; the spirits followed her out of the tent. It looked like they were chasing her, but that couldn’t be right. Spirits would sometimes follow someone for a bit, but they were never aggressive. What’s going on?


Chapter 53: Declaration of War

“Where is your courage?” Durz demanded. He had taken to the stage after Donegal left, commanding the attention of the room. “We know what Darkclaw plans to do. We must act now and drive her knights from this city, before she drives us from it.” 

“Do not be a fool, Durz,” Sharmane said. She joined him on the stage. “This is another of Donegal’s tricks. A blatant attempt to divide us.” 

“Or she is boasting about her plans, confident that we will remain passive. Darkclaw left to meet with the Merchants Guild; what other reason could she have for doing so other than to sell us out?” Durz shouted. The crowd roared its approval. “This is a declaration of war. If we don’t fight now, we won’t get another chance.” 

“We still don’t understand the whole situation,” Sharmane said. “We cannot rush into a war based on half a story. We need to understand everything that is happening.” 

Durz snarled, seeing that he had lost the crowd. It infuriated him that even now they valued Sharmane’s opinion over his. What did he have to do to make them take him seriously? “Do not blame me when we are driven from this land.” He leapt from the stage, pointing back at Sharmane furiously. “Remember who it is that led us to ruin.” 

Durz sought out Donegal, intent on arguing with her further. It was late, and most of the townspeople were still at the meeting arguing amongst themselves, so the streets were empty. Donegal was with a dark elf on a barge, the pale light of the moon their guide as they slipped across the water. The spirits were still chasing her. There was no other way to put it. The spirits were flying around her, harassing her and the ferryman, trying to knock them into the water. 

One knocked her over. Durz wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn't seen it with his own eyes. The spirit struck Donegal, knocking her flat on her back. How is this possible? Durz ran, though he had no idea what he would do. He was trapped on the riverbank, and even if he wasn’t, he had no way to control the spirits. Only the Spirit-Whisperer clan could do that. Then he saw him, a figure of rage and power, watching the attack with cold eyes. He turned to Durz slowly, his face unchanging. “What are you doing?” Durz asked. 

“Is it not obvious?” the orc raised his staff. “The spirits obey my commands. I ordered them to attack.” He slammed the staff down; the spirits on the barge rampaged, attacking Donegal and the ferryman until they fled into the water. “And they attacked.” 

“I don’t understand… How can you command the spirits? Are you a Spirit-Whisperer?” 

The orc smiled.


Chapter 54: The Useful Idiot 

Donegal’s arm was in agony. During the attack, she had fallen against the barge, dislocating it. Afterwards, her rescuers arrived and retrieved her. The ferryman, Augustus Blueworth, a father of 3 and a veteran, had drowned. Attempts to retrieve his body were ongoing, but Donegal needed to rest and recover as per the healer's orders. She was sent home to her room, where she could enjoy some privacy. 

Her servants had been all over her, bringing her food, water, and useless things. She quickly dismissed them. There were tasks that needed doing. 

“How are you feeling?” Warmonger asked, walking in casually. Donegal hadn’t heard a sound until he was in the room. 

“Why didn’t my staff stop you?” she asked. 

“I’m a high-ranking member of the Thieves Guild.” Warmonger scratched his chin with a smirk. “They didn’t see me.” 

“I see.” Donegal reached for her glass of water, wincing at the pain in her arm. 

“The healer couldn’t fix it?” Donegal asked, gesturing to her arm. 

“He popped it back into place and healed it as much as he could, but it’s up to my body now.” Donegal sipped her water. “Age comes for us all.”

“True. It’s for the best; you’ll be more sympathetic if you’re still a little banged up.”

“You're as sweet as honey, you know that?” 

Warmonger laughed, taking a seat on the bed beside her. He took her water, putting it on the side for her. “I tried to be gentle, but we both agreed this had to be done.”

“I know that it was my idea. No one can ever say I lack courage. How did the other half of the plan go?” 

“You were right about Durz; he’s a fool. He’ll be useful to us moving forward.”

“He thinks you're on his side?” 

“Not that foolish,” Warmonger said. “But he thinks he’s using me.”

“And he doesn’t know about our relationship?” 

“Not a clue. He met me when I was attacking your ferry; he thinks we’re mortal enemies.”

“A fool indeed.” Donegal rested her head against Warmonger’s shoulder, feeling the firm muscles underneath. “What about Darkclaw? I doubt she’ll take our offer.” 

“Agreed. I’ll deal with her. Now that I have the staff, we have everything we need. All we have to do is wait and watch the little people kill each other.” 

“Lilith boasted that no one could stop her; look how that turned out for her.” 

“You are wise to be cautious. They will make moves against us, but all we can do is continue to counter them.” Donegal felt exhausted; the pain was sapping her energy. She let her eyes drift shut. “Tomorrow is the big day. Remember to seem vulnerable. You need people to sympathise with you.” 

“I’m the mayor here. If there’s one thing I know, it’s how to spin a yarn,” Donegal said. Warmonger stroked her cheek; his calloused thumb was rough. 

“My little liar,” he praised. He kissed her forehead. Donegal sighed at the familiar feeling. It had been so long since she had been with her lover. They met when she was a merchant. Back then, the idea of her becoming mayor had been too fanciful to believe. But Donegal was ambitious and willing to work with anyone. She first met Warmonger when she hired him to remove a rival merchant who was undercutting her prices. She’d been enraptured by his casual command of strength, and he loved her lust for power. The rest, as they say, was history. “When this is over, this city will belong to us. Then we can get married.” 

“We can’t do it too fast. It needs to look right.” They had discussed marriage dozens of times over the years. Donegal had at one point planned to marry Warmonger as a way to ensure the orcs would vote for her, but when her opponent proved to be wholly incompetent, failing to secure votes from either side, she realised it could wait until a more strategically wise moment. The new plan was to remove the bulk of the orcs, seizing their land. After that was done, the remaining few would be cowed, but she couldn’t risk their hate leading to a protracted rebellion. 

Her marrying an orc would help prove her affection for their people. She’d allow them to keep a fraction of their land and help them make money in more appropriate ways. Their culture was barbarous and horrifying, but there were some aspects that could be profitable if properly guided. Many would pay to see the women mud wrestle, for example, if they were properly outfitted. 

The side effect would be that it would be all too easy to shift blame to the orcs for any crimes committed by the Thieves Guild. This was the true plan. Donegal would manage the Merchants Guild, keeping them happy and impressing them with her management of the city and its legal trade. While Warmonger would run the underground, creating a flourishing black market right under everyone’s noses. Between the 2 of them, they’d control the bulk of the trade with Nexus, making them rich beyond their wildest dreams. From there, the sky was the limit. 

Warmonger said, “Don’t worry, my little liar. I’ll keep playing my part until the right moment.”


Chapter 55: Breaking Point 

Iris arrived in Ghastabre at night. It was the only way to visit a city known for being haunted by dozens of spirits. She had hoped to see some strays on the way through the Valley of Spirits but found it oddly silent. 

“Maybe the spirits are sleeping,” Azula suggested. She was leading the way, her hand alight to guide them. The moon was out but covered by a thick layer of cloud. It reminded Iris of home, making her wonder what her father had been up to. She was travelling so much, she had neglected to write to him for some time. She made a mental note to rectify that oversight when she reached Ghastabre. 

“Spirits don’t sleep, at least not the way we do.” According to Ghastabre: Necrum’s Most Haunted City, the spirits could stay active and floating about for weeks at a time without pause. While they would occasionally “rest” on beds and other places, this seemed to be out of habit more than true need. “Do not despair. We are nearly at the city walls; I’m sure we’ll see some truly ghastly things once we get in.”

“How exciting,” Azula deadpanned. Iris had learnt that her girlfriend was not quite so taken with the mysteries of life as she was. It was disappointing, but ultimately, one couldn’t share every interest with one's partner. That was what harems were for, so that one could explore different aspects of life with those most suited to them. “I think we’re close.” 

They turned the corner and were faced with the great wall of the city. A pair of anxious guards yelled at them as they approached. “Stop. Wait, no. Come closer so we can see your faces, then stop!” The guards were a pair of dark elf women in light armour, each holding a spear awkwardly. A pair of firepits provided them light. Azula put out her fire as she approached them, Iris in tow. “Humans? What are you doing here?”

“Not quite, I’m an elf,” Iris said, shifting her hair to reveal her ears. “And we’re members of Remus’ harem; he’s expecting us.” 

“Remus?” one guard said, looking at the other. “Where do I know that name from?” 

“He’s one of Lady Darkclaw’s knights. The big one,” the other guard said. 

“That sounds like our man. Is he well?” Iris asked. The guards shared a look. 

“No one’s doing well in there. But alright, you can come in.” Iris and Azula shared a nervous look as they pushed open the doors. Now able to see into the city, they saw dozens of people outside the main castle holding torches and pitchforks, screaming. 

“What on Gaia is going on?” Iris asked. 

“A protest. The orcs finally snapped and attacked the bloody mayor! Killed Augustus too, the cretins. If she isn’t safe, then who is? I tell you, Sheriff Feastworth better pull his finger out and make some arrests.” 

“This is all Lady Darkclaw’s fault. She gave the orcs too much line, and now everything's gone to…” The guard stopped, looking at Iris awkwardly. “Never mind. Get going, we need to close the gates.”

Iris nodded. “Um… right.” 

As they walked through the city, they noticed everyone seemed tense. People were barring their doors and windows despite the late hour. If she didn’t know any better, she would have thought they were preparing for a war. 

“I swear, it doesn’t matter where Remus goes, he never gets to relax. There’s always something,” Iris said. 

“I had hoped he’d have a better time than us,” Azula said. People were giving them suspicious looks as they walked about. No one knew who they were and based on what they were whispering, them not being dark elves wasn’t helping their case. 

“Compared to this, our troubles seem insignificant,” Iris admitted. She tried to sound jovial to distract herself from how nervous she felt. “Oh well. Remus will be fine. He’s unstoppable.” 

“Yeah. No one can beat Remus. Besides, he’s with Misty.” That hung in the air like the smell of a privy in summer. They sped up, switching from a brisk walk to an all-out sprint. Iris held back just enough to let Azula keep up. 

They headed for the castle, not sure where else to go. Originally, the plan was to meet up with Lady Darkclaw’s people and find out where Remus was staying. Now they weren’t sure if they’d be able to get in at all. The doors were all barred, and it seemed like the people on the walls' only goal was to get the protestors to leave. An overweight dark elf waddled to the edge of the wall; a badge stuck to his chest showed he was the sheriff. “People… if you’d just listen… please…” 

No one was listening to him. “Hey, Feastworth, what are you doing about the murder?” 

“Well, um, I’m currently in the process of—”

“We know it was an orc. Go over there and bust some heads.”

“That’s not how this works. You see—”

“Then do something else. Make arrests. We can’t let a murderer go unpunished!” 

No one was listening to him. Every time he tried to speak, someone would shout a fresh demand, ruining his flow. Feastworth dabbed his head with a handkerchief, trying to dry the torrential outpouring of sweat. He glanced back into the castle helplessly, silently begging someone to take over from him. 

“People, listen to me,” a tall dark elf said. “We don’t need Feastworth to make any arrests.” 

“He’s right. Um, well, I will make an arrest when the time is right,” Feastworth began. 

“We can deal with this ourselves. Let’s go show those orcs who this city belongs to!” 

“Yeah!” 

Sheriff Feastworth tried to protest, but his voice was drowned out by the roars of the crowd. They turned, following their newly assigned leader towards the riverbank. The sheriff ran out after them, emerging from the castle, puffing for breath. He shouted at them to return, but no one was listening to him. 

Iris walked over to him. She asked, “Shouldn’t you be gathering a posse to stop him or something?”  


“Um, I’m not sure if I’m allowed to. Lady Darkclaw's knights were here, but they all left except Remus.” Feastworth explained that Lady Darkclaw had a meeting out of town and took her honour guard with him. That left the poor man alone right when he needed support the most. 

“You're the only military force in this town,” Azula said with disbelief. 

“No, of course not,” Feastworth said. “But um… can I bring the men away from the walls and castle?” 

“Why are you asking us?” Azula asked. “You're supposed to be the one who's in charge.” 


“I am?” Feastworth paled, terror gripping him. “Are you sure? Remus is a Black Knight... he outranks me… doesn’t he?” 


Iris didn’t know. It seemed odd that a visiting knight would outrank the normal law enforcement, but seeing what a mess Feastworth was, it probably would be best if Remus took control. “Where is Remus?” 

“Um…” 

This man is useless, Iris thought. 

“I can sense him,” Azula said. She pointed to the river. “He’s down there. We should hurry. He’s going to need us.” 

“Does that include me?” Feastworth asked. 

Iris was already running; she turned to scream “Yes” without breaking her stride. He yelped, chasing after them, he quickly overtook Azula and joined Iris.


Chapter 56: Spirit Attack

Remus and Misty were playing cards. She was teaching him to play a 2-player version of Mage’s Gambit. It was functionally the same as the normal game, except that there were 3 mystery piles of 3 cards a player could interact with in addition to the other player. They had played a few practice rounds, most of which Remus won. This convinced him that he was good at the game. 

“Reveal,” Remus said, showing his 2 mage cards and 3 regulars. Misty showed her 3 mage cards with a smirk. 

“You suck at this,” Misty said, a song in her voice. “Alright, another win for me. Now… lose those boxers, mister.” 

“I don’t understand this way of playing. Why would you want to own my clothes?” Remus did as she asked, putting his boxers on the table, leaving him fully naked. 

“What? I’m not—I don’t own these, dummy. The point is to get you naked,” Misty explained, although the explanation made no sense. 

“Why?” Remus was naked earlier. He’d also get naked if she asked him to; it’s not like she never had before. “Is this some sort of dark elf ritual—”

The door slammed open, cutting off whatever Remus was about to say. Sharmane rushed into the room. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Misty said. “Actually, you see ghosts all the time. You look like you’ve seen something really scary that isn’t a ghost… like a snake.” 

“Remus, we have to go now.” She grabbed Remus, pulling him out of his seat. 

“Why, what happened?” Remus had the forethought to grab a robe as she pulled him out of the house.

Sharmane explained everything as they made their way towards the river, the sound of screaming growing as they got closer. Donegal had been attacked on her way back from the town hall meeting. The details were vague, but apparently the spirits were involved. Even worse, a dark elf had died. Now the residents of the dark elf side of town were up in arms—literally. They had torches, pitchforks and whatever else they could grab and were looking to enact mob justice. 

“They’re on the other side of the river for now. But Durz has made a posse of his own to fight them. We need to stop the dark elves before something happens,” Sharmane explained. 

“I don’t understand. Why would the spirits attack Donegal?” Remus asked. 

“They wouldn’t. This is obviously a lie to get us into trouble. Remus, you're a Black Knight, order them to leave us alone,” Sharmane said. 

“I don’t think I can do that,” Remus said. They reached the river. Each side had a mob of angry citizens screaming at the other side. No one was listening to anyone; they were too far gone to have a civilised discussion. To make matters worse, there were dozens of spirits floating around the river. So far, no one had dared to brave the bridge, not wanting to be the first to make the crossing. 

“You have to try. If they attack, we will defend ourselves,” Sharmane said. “I’ll talk to my people; you talk to yours.” 

My people, Remus thought. Remus had no idea how to calm down an angry mob. As a werewolf, he had always thought that if there was one, they’d be after him. “Go home,” he shouted. This had as much effect as one would expect: none. 

“Um, big guy. You're going to have to do better than that if you want to achieve something,” Misty said. The river separating them meant that his voice was just one more in the cacophony of sounds. “You need to get closer.” 

“Got it.” Remus ran back, letting his body transform as he went, then rushed forward and leapt over the entire river. He landed with a thud, his ridiculous display of physical ability striking enough to stop the dark elves from screaming for a while. “Everything is under control. I’m a Black Knight, and I’m ordering you to go home.” 

“What about the murderer?” a citizen demanded. 

“Do you know who the killer is?” Remus asked. The crowd fell silent. “If you don’t… then what are you here for?” No one said anything. Remus relaxed, glad they were still able to listen to reason. “I promise that we’ll figure out who did this. But you need to let me and Sheriff Feastworth do our jobs. Okay?” 

“Sheriff Feastworth is a fat sack of crap,” someone shouted. 

Wow. What a dickhead. Remus thought. “Lady Darkclaw will be back soon, along with the other Black Knights.” The crowd didn’t seem reassured by this. “And they’ll help me finish the investigation. I’m sure that together we can—” A spirit flew into Remus, dragging its fingers across his chest. Icy cold bloomed within him, stealing his breath. What was that? More spirits closed in on him, their hands drawn back like knives. Remus caught the first one. He slammed it into the ground, only for it to pass right through the earth. Right, spirit.

The crowd was in an uproar. Whatever calm Remus had managed to bring about was ruined by the spirits' sudden attack. They scattered in every direction, spirits chasing after them. “Wait, don’t hurt the spirits,” Sharmane screamed from across the river. 

Remus didn’t hesitate. The spirits were hurting people. He had to stop them. He leapt between them, taking the brunt of their attacks. He learnt quickly that any attempt to force them to interact with the world failed; he could touch them and they could hurt people, but that was it. He wasn’t sure if he was actually hurting the spirits either. When he hit them, they’d stop moving for a bit, stunned, but that was it. Every time he stopped one, another would pop up to cause trouble, continuing the cycle endlessly. 

He was beginning to wonder if he could win. It was looking hopeless. Then an arrow of darkness hit one of the spirits. The spirit stopped, falling to the ground listlessly. “Iris.” Remus’ girlfriends smiled at him, joining the fight. 

“Looks like I’m bailing you out again, darling,” Iris joked. 

“How can we help?” Azula asked, trailing behind, her face red from exhaustion. Feastworth was in front of her. He stopped, taking in the scene in baffled horror. 

“Spirits, stop attacking,” he ordered, raising a hand. A spirit dived into him but was stopped by an arrow from Iris. 

Unlike his attacks, Iris’ put the spirits down for good. Once they were hit, they flopped onto the ground, stagnant. Remus switched tactics, focusing on corralling the spirits so that Iris could take them out one by one. Azula’s fire was as effective as Remus' attacks but was also useful for repelling them. With his harem’s support, the fight didn’t last long. 

When everything was done, the mobs had both dispersed. The only people left were Remus, Feastworth and his harem. Sharmane was gone.


Chapter 57: Apologies 

Remus didn’t waste any time finding Sharmane. He knew she would be upset, but he trusted that if he explained why he did it, she’d understand. Azula and Iris came with him, commandeering an abandoned ferry to cross the river and find Sharmane. When he knocked on her door, he was glad to see Misty open it. 

“Hiya, darling,” Misty said, leaning against the door. “So, kinda awkward… Sharmane is pissed.” 


“She understands why I did what I did,” Remus said. “I couldn’t let them hurt people.” 

“Spirits are people too. Just because they're dead doesn’t mean you didn’t hurt them,” Sharmane said, opening the door the rest of the way. “You should leave. All of you.” 

“I understand why you're angry. I do—”

“No, you don’t.” Sharmane jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “You think spirits are monsters, dangerous creatures that need to be beaten into submission or killed. They’re my ancestors. I’ve dedicated my life to honouring them.”

Remus stopped talking. He didn’t understand. He hadn’t spoken to his genetic parents since he left the village. They meant nothing to him; they had abandoned him when he needed them, so why should they? He didn’t wish them ill, but he also felt no reason to be loyal to them. Sharmane’s situation was different. The spirits were in many cases people she had once known, those who had taken care of her and guided her, as well as so many others in her community. The closest thing to that he’d ever had was Lorcan. 

It made him think about how Caius had taken the Stygian Wolf from Lorcan. When he heard about that, he’d been enraged, furious that someone dared to interfere with his burial. Even months later, he still felt the same way. Maybe I was wrong, Remus thought. He stood by his decision to protect the people, but was it okay to attack the spirits as part of that? Then again, he still didn’t understand why they suddenly turned aggressive. They’d never seemed to have any desire to hurt anyone before, and Iris had confirmed that the literature all agreed they were harmless. They floated about and were sometimes a little annoying, but they never tried to attack anyone. 

“I don’t see what the issue is. They were attacking innocent civilians,” Azula said. “It’s only natural we stopped them. It’s not like they’re going to die again.” 

“They weren’t themselves. Spirits aren’t aggressive by nature; something must have been done to them to make them act that way,” Sharmane said. 

“Then it’s a good thing we stopped them.” Azula put her hands on her hips. “If I were a spirit, I wouldn’t want someone manipulating me to be a weapon. Iris’ magic is anti-magic, so it must’ve been freeing them from the influence of whoever was controlling them.” 


“You don’t understand anything,” Sharmane spat. “Spirits are creatures of magic. When you destroy their magic, you destroy a part of them. All spirits fade eventually; that’s life. But by attacking them like you did, you sped that up. Now spirits that should have roamed this valley for generations will disappear in years.” 

Remus blanched. “Sharmane, we had no idea, I promise.” 

“No. You didn’t. You acted without thinking. You decided that the dark elves were more valuable, so did whatever you had to do to protect them.” Sharmane sneered. “I thought you of all people would know what it means to be an outsider, but I should’ve known better from a Black Knight.”

“Hey now, don’t go making assumptions about Remus. You don’t know what he’s been through,” Iris said, cutting in. 

“You're right. I don’t know anything about him,” Sharmane said. “It’s time for you to leave. All of you.” She pushed Misty out of the door. Misty spun around with a huff. 

“You could’ve just said goodbye, ya know?” Misty said. 

“Sharmane, we can—” She slammed the door in their faces. 

Misty twisted her lips. “Honestly, I thought that was going to go way worse. Things were super awkward before you arrived.” Misty smiled nervously at Remus. “I’ll shut up now.”

Remus sighed, walking back towards the river. He said, “Let’s go. I’ll explain everything later, okay?”


Chapter 58: Shaman

Sharmane rested her back against the door. Finally, she was alone. She hated having to be so cold, but it was the way things had to be. She had been a fool to get so involved with someone from outside her culture. He could pretend, but he’d never understand what life was like for her. The most he could do was pretend to sympathise with her. At the end of the day, their lives were too different. 

Sharmane walked over to the shrine to her father and mother, lighting the traditional incense. Above the shrine was a charcoal drawing of her parents together that her father had made. “Mother, father, may your spirits be restless so that we can meet again,” Sharmane said. Her nose wrinkled at the smell; she had always hated it. She had thought she’d get used to it after smelling it so many times, but it was as foul as ever. Her eyes misted up slightly as she remembered lighting the incense with her parents. 

She had not seen them since they died; the fates of their spirits were unknown. Sometimes spirits took a while to turn up; no one was sure why. The leading theory was that it took time for the mana to stabilise, allowing them to take corporeal form. Some never turned up. Sharmane wished so badly she could speed it up. Since they died, she had been alone for so long. She missed having a home filled with love and laughter. 

She hummed the traditional tune; her mind focused on the past. She had so many fond memories of her parents. At the time, it had seemed like they’d live forever. How wrong she had been. They’d both died in rapid succession, struck down by Blue Pox, leaving her alone to carry on the traditions of her family. Her mother had made her swear that she’d never forget who she was. She was a shaman first and foremost; it was her destiny to serve the heir of the Spirit-Whisperers when he returned. 

That seemed ridiculous now. If there ever was an heir, he had surely passed away. If not, why would they have refused to return until now? No, Sharmane was alone. She would live the rest of her life waiting for a saviour who would never come. This was her burden, and no one would share it with her. Sharmane had once pictured herself becoming a broodmare, raising dozens of children as part of a great harem. She had abandoned this dream. She would be the last of her line. Future generations would not be inflicted with the same fate. 

A knock on the door distracted her. Sharmane growled, storming over to the door. “I told you to leave!” She opened the door, but it was not who she expected. It was Durz. His face was tense with anger, emphasising the wrinkles on his forehead. “Durz, what are you doing here?” 

“We need to talk about what happened at the river.” He entered her house without being invited. He sniffed the air. “I’m sorry to interrupt you while you were honouring the dead, but this is important.”

“Get on with it. It’s late; I want to go to bed.” She shut the door. 

“Aren’t you curious about what happened?”

“I’m pissed off.” 

“As you should be,” Durz said quickly. “But also excited. Think about it; for the spirits to take action like that shows they felt strongly. Finally, we know what they want.” 

“You think that was exciting? Spirits got hurt.”

“They did. But the fact that they fought shows that they thought it was worth the risk; the spirits have been passive for so long and now they’re fighting again.” Durz turned to her with a smile. “That can only mean one thing.” 

“You think there was a Spirit-Whisperer in town? Who?” 

“That would be me,” a deep voice said. Sharmane spun around, seeing her door was open. She was sure she had shut it. An orc stood in the doorway. “The name’s Warmonger. I am the last heir of the Spirit-Whisperer clan.” 

“You're the one who ordered the spirits to attack those people.”

“Not exactly. I communed with the spirits; they asked me to aid them in driving out the dark elves, who was I to refuse?” 

Sharmane hesitated. Everything she had read said that the spirits refused to fight on principle. They were dead, so had no interest in the power struggles of mortals. There had only been a handful of times they broke this rule; in every case it was at the behest of a Spirit-Whisperer to defend against an existential threat. “Why?” 

“Is it not obvious? The spirits can see that we are being driven from our ancestral homes and are outraged. It’s only natural that they would fight for us in our time of need,” Durz said. Warmonger nodded sagely. 

“It saddened me to see my people being so mistreated. I had to help them.” 

“How very noble of you,” Sharmane said, crossing her arms. “Why did you wait until now to return?”

“How dare you question our leader? He has proven himself to be capable of communing with spirits; that should be all the evidence you need!” Durz shouted. 

“Peace, brother. She has a right to ask. The truth is that I was unaware of my lineage until recently. I lived most of my life in Celestall City. It was only recently that a spirit came to me, asking me for my help.” Sharmane wasn’t convinced. Everything he said sounded reasonable, and he had an answer for all her questions. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was somehow being tricked. “Don’t you want to know who came to me?”

“Why would it matter?” 

A spirit flowed into the room. Sharmane’s mouth dried up as she saw the familiar face, its ghostly features staring at her. “... mother.” 

“She was worried about you. She said that you were consorting with those who wish to oppress us,” Warmonger said. The spirit floated over to her, her expression placid. Sharmane wiped away her tears, trembling. 

“Can I speak to her?” 

“I’m afraid not,” Warmonger said. “Even I can only hear her when she chooses to speak. She asked me to come to you, so I have.” He stepped forward, offering Sharmane his hand. “Your mother is a great woman. She has shown me my path. I intend to lead our people toward a better future, but I cannot do it alone. Will you walk this path with me, Sharmane?” 

Sharmane looked at his hand, then at her mother. Her mother was watching her, smiling placidly. She knew without speaking that this was what her mother wanted. She wanted her to follow in her footsteps, to achieve her dream. Mother. We’ve done it. Sharmane took his hand in her own.


Chapter 59: Sins

Iris found Remus standing in one of the castle’s floating turrets, taking in the sights of the city. Things had settled down compared to yesterday, but there was still tension in the air even first thing in the morning. No one was travelling across the river; those who needed to go near it moved quickly, glancing around as if expecting an attack at any moment. Few people went outside in general; most were staying in their houses, protecting their possessions. 

“I brought you a coffee,” Iris said, holding out the steaming drink. Last night had been tense; Iris didn’t want to push Remus when he was so emotionally and physically exhausted, so they went to bed without talking much. Now she needed to know. Misty was still in bed, so Azula and Iris went to find him. Remus took the drink silently, taking a sip. “I don’t know how you can stand the stuff. It’s so bitter.”

“I like bitter.” 

“Aw, are you flirting with me?” Remus tilted his head; he didn’t get the joke. “Never mind. So… is everything okay?” Iris wasn’t sure what happened while they were away. But Remus was clearly upset about something. 

Remus put his mug down, looking out over the city. “I… I killed the enforcer.” 

“What?” Iris looked at Azula. That shouldn’t have been necessary. “What happened?” 

Remus told them the story. Iris was shocked to hear Misty risked her life to save Remus; she was even more surprised when she learnt Remus killed a man to save her. “You did what you had to do,” Azula said without missing a beat. “You did the right thing.” 

“I know,” Remus lied. He rubbed his fingers uncomfortably. “You said things went well with the Thieves Guild…”

“Warmonger said he'd call off the hit, but… we didn’t give him what he wanted. We gave him a fake staff; the real version was too dangerous,” Iris explained poorly. 

Azula told their side of the story. Remus listened patiently, never saying a word. When they were done, he nodded. “I’m glad you gave him a fake. I’d rather deal with the enforcers than live knowing we gave something so powerful to the Thieves Guild.” 

Iris was having second thoughts. If they’d done their job properly, then Remus and Misty wouldn’t have been in danger. “What do we do now?” Iris asked. 

“Maybe they’ll be scared off,” Azula said. “We’ve shown how strong we are, and that we’re not the type of people to back down. With thugs like this, that’s usually enough.” 

“Lorcan used to say something similar about werewolf hunters,” Remus said. He frowned. Iris could tell the comparison bothered him; she could see why. 

“Warmonger might not even know we gave him a fake,” Azula added. “He said there was infighting. Maybe he didn’t send Venen; maybe his control is worse than he thought.” 

“Ugh, this is all way too complicated. Why can’t anything ever be simple? I came here to destroy a dungeon, now there’s all this other stuff.” Remus chuckled. “I’d rather fight a dragon than deal with all this political stuff.” 

“You're not alone there,” Iris said. “But I think I know what to do. If we write to Bridget, she can arrange another meeting and try to feel out what’s going on with the Thieves Guild. Worst-case scenario, we avoid Celestall City for a while.” 

“Won’t they come after us?” Azula asked. 

“I’m not sure. They’re obviously having trouble. I doubt they have the manpower to send enforcers after us endlessly when we’re not causing them any trouble.” 

Remus liked the plan. He didn’t want to fight anymore, and Iris didn’t blame him. He was putting on a brave face, but she could tell that killing someone had rattled him. It was important that she made sure he wasn’t forced to do it again. Azula must’ve felt the same way, because she agreed to Iris' plan. 

“Alright, then we know what we’re going to do.” Iris stood beside Remus, hooking her arm around his. “Everything is going to be okay, right?” 

Azula mimicked her on the other side, smiling up at Remus. “Right.” 

Remus nodded, relaxing a bit. “Okay…”


Chapter 60: Ambush

Lady Darkclaw was in a foul mood as she rode back to Ghastabre along the bumpy road. Her seat had no padding, so she felt every bump and jolt as the carriage trundled along. The only upside was that she would be back in her territory again before nightfall; she looked forward to sleeping in her castle. It had taken 3 days to get Brett to give up on convincing her to sell the land in Ghastlite. He was needlessly persistent and tricky, even going so far as to try to slip it into the other minor agreements she had signed. In the end, he only gave up because she threatened to withdraw her agreement to work with the Merchants Guild entirely, forcing his hand. 

Lady Darkclaw knew she had a lot to learn as a leader, but it was obvious that selling the Ghastlite’s ancestral grounds would only serve to further alienate them. She did agree to lease some of her other minor landholdings to them, opening a small but steady stream of profit. She suspected that Brett was still trying to trick her somehow, but after rereading the contract thrice, she gave up on figuring it out in favour of moving forward. Regardless, she now appreciated Queen Vael’s distaste for the Merchant's Guild. If not for her dire need of coin, she would have told them to get lost.

She heard shouting outside. Finally, I need to kill something. Darkclaw grabbed her sword without hesitation, not caring what anyone would think. She was a knight, and becoming a lady didn’t change that. She threw open the door, seeing her knights all standing with their weapons drawn. It was late, but the moon was nearly full, giving her enough light to see by.

“My Lady, please go back inside,” Iema said. She was tense, her eyes darting about in search of an unseen enemy. 

“Where’s the enemy? Is it the Helkiti?” Darkclaw demanded. She hated when Iema treated her like a lady, something that was becoming increasingly common. She expanded her senses but couldn’t feel anything. Whatever it was, it had amazing stealth abilities. A dark blur crashed into Iema, knocking her to the ground. Darkclaw was the first to react, Ki Stepping forward and stabbing down into the beast. Caius. 

It was the strange beast that Remus had fought to a standstill all those months ago. Her sword pierced its skin, but she knew it hadn’t done enough damage. The creature reared back, swiping at her. Iema kicked it off her, launching it into the air. “My Lady, are you hurt?” Iema’s face was bleeding, and her armour had been ripped open, yet that was her only question. Darkclaw didn’t know if she should praise her loyalty or condemn her lack of self-preservation. 

“Black Knights, protect Iema; that is your top priority,” Darkclaw ordered, standing ready for another attack. This time she’d go straight for the throat. How is this possible? Caius is still in his cell. Did someone else get the Stygians? How? Why? Only a fool would think they could control so many Stygians at once. In all likelihood, they’d forcefully possessed a hapless adventurer and were now rampaging across the continent. 

Her men formed a ring around Iema, who struggled to her feet. “Protect her ladyship, you fools. That is our duty.” 

“Your duty is to obey, and right now I’m ordering you to survive.” Darkclaw refused to lose Iema. “This beast is powerful, but it is mad. Its movements are erratic, and it lacks strategy. If we use that against it, we can win this battle.”

She felt a burst of ki. It was headed for the knight to her left. She stabbed where it would arrive, winging it. It cried out, then disappeared again. “You did it, my lady,” the knight cheered. 

“No, I just pissed it off.” Before she became a lady, Darkclaw would have been able to put the monster down. Her lack of training had weakened her, so instead of stabbing its heart she only got its arm. “Get ready! It's coming!” 

This time it avoided her, picking off a knight at the back of the group. He fell with a gurgle of blood, his throat sliced open. Darkclaw tried to help him, but it was too late. She couldn’t even send him off properly. If she dropped her guard for a second, everyone would die. Another attack. This time Darkclaw was ready. She Ki Stepped into it, tackling it with her sword in its stomach. “Knights, finish it off,” Iema shouted. 

Her men moved to help her, but not before it stabbed her leg. Darkclaw gasped, twisting her blade in the hope of ending the vile creature’s life. A thick shadow formed, destroying her sword. “Oh no you don’t.” She hit it with a ki-infused fist. The swords of her men followed. None did any real damage. It threw Darkclaw into her carriage; she grunted as the air was knocked out of her. 

“Don’t let it get away,” Darkclaw ordered, gripping her leg to stem the bleeding. Iema rushed over to her, pulling out a medical kit. 

“My Lady, focus on yourself,” she said, wrapping the wound. “We need to get you to a healer immediately.” 

“We need to capture it. We can’t let it escape.” 

Iema nodded, commanding the other knights to pursue it. “My Lady, get back in the carriage. We need to head to the city now.” 

“We need to capture the monster.”

“I’d rather let the monster get away than let you die,” Iema said. “Now. Get in the carriage!” 

Darkclaw took one last fleeting look in the direction of the monster, feeling its ki fading. Darkclaw knew it was pointless. Her knights were well-trained, but there were too few to capture something so dangerous. Even now the shadows of my mistakes haunt me. Iema tightened the bandage, making Darkclaw scream. “Call the knights back. It’s time to go.”


Chapter 61: Starting a Riot 

Donegal considered herself an adept politician. The key to her political theory was to remember 1 simple thing: never waste a crisis. People are a lot easier to control when they’re scared or angry. Donegal had been planting the seeds of division between the orcs and the dark elves since before she became mayor. But for those seeds to grow into a useful crisis, a breaking point was needed. 

Her initial plan had been to use her injury and the death of Augustus. She had picked him because he was popular and was friends with several orcs due to his role as a ferryman. He seemed an ideal candidate. But the problem was he was a nobody. So, when Warmonger threw his weight around, people got scared and ran. A minor miscalculation. Too much threat too fast, and Remus provided the people an option to feel safe. They trusted the Black Knights because they believed that they could protect them, and Remus reinforced this belief. 

The next step was obvious: they needed to shatter this belief. The sight of the Black Knights limping into the city, their lady injured in her carriage, was heartbreaking to many. Iema kept her head high, but no one was fooled. She was seriously injured and was immediately taken to the infirmary to rest. Donegal would give Darkclaw no such luxury. 

She had a role to play. 

Lady Darkclaw had called an emergency meeting in the main hall. Everyone she needed was in attendance: the Black Knights, Sheriff Feastworth and his guards, and several wealthier members of society (the majority of whom Donegal knew to be her supporters). Lady Darkclaw sat on her throne; she was wearing armour, but Donegal could see her bandages under it. “I have been informed that there was a murder while I was away. As the ruler of this land, I intend to take a personal interest in this matter. Sheriff Feastworth, tell me, has any progress been made?” 

“Hm?” Feastworth pointed to himself, a slack-jawed expression overtaking his features. Lady Darkclaw nodded patiently. 

“I would like to hear your thoughts.” 

“Ah, yes. Um, well, it was spirits, wasn’t it?” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Well, that’s what everyone’s saying.” Lady Darkclaw’s expression was stone. “And… there was that other attack by spirits the other day. So... it must be them. Right? No smoke without fire.” Feastworth glanced around like a bird, seeking support. 

“So, to clarify,” Lady Darkclaw said. “You have no evidence whatsoever." 

“Lady Darkclaw, perhaps I can illuminate matters somewhat,” Donegal said, choosing this moment to stand. She had kept her arm in a sling to ensure she’d garner maximum sympathy, although her potions had long since healed her injury. She didn’t want to take any risks. “As one of the victims, I can assure you that we were in fact attacked by unliving monsters. It's an undeniable fact that they linger with ill intent, and if we were to continue to behave in the cavalier way in which we have, more fatalities will follow!” Lady Darkclaw rolled her eyes openly. Donegal sucked on her lips, disgusted by her lack of tact. 

“Something has changed the behaviour of the spirits, that much is clear,” Lady Darkclaw said. “As such, I will be bringing in more Black Knights so that we can get to the bottom of this. Be assured, this city will be safer than ever. We will discover who is manipulating the spirits and bring them to justice.” 

So predictable, Donegal thought, feeling her lips twitch towards a smirk she soon suppressed. “With all due respect, I must question if we can afford to wait for aid when you yourself were recently injured in an altercation with spirits. We must strike while the metaphorical iron is hot and deal with the orc responsible.” 

Donegal’s supporters yelled their support. Lady Darkclaw raised a hand to silence them, but they kept going for several more seconds. She shouted, “We do not know that an orc is responsible. This investigation shall be conducted fairly and without bias.” 

“We don’t?” Donegal made a point to laugh loudly, turning back to the crowd. They were confused. Donegal’s fake laugh was strange. “Ahem. My point is that we all know that this was an orc. Only dark elves have been attacked; I myself was victimised after a visit to the Ghastlite district. Can you expect us to go about our lives while orcs attack us with impunity? We must take immediate action, or we’ll end up like poor Augustus.”

The crowd was getting fired up. Lady Darkclaw raised her hand but was ignored. “Shut the hell up!” She shouted, finally silencing the crowd. “Mayor Donegal, you seem to be labouring under the delusion that this is some sort of democracy where your voice matters. It isn’t. My voice is the only voice that needs to be heard.” Donegal felt positively giddy. She hadn’t dreamed Lady Darkclaw would react so foolishly. Donegal could feel the room turning on her, their fear turning to ire. She stayed silent, watching as her ladyship dug her own grave. “Sheriff Feastworth will continue his investigation; he will do this with the full support of the Black Knights, and when the others arrive, we will arrest those responsible for the attacks and only those responsible. Do I make myself clear?” 

“Um, my lady,” Feastworth said, raising his hand timidly. 

Yes. Do it. Show everyone how useless you are, Donegal thought. She picked her sheriff carefully, wanting someone who would appear a sensible choice, but who had none of the requisite skills to do the job right. Feastworth was her choice. He had been an adventurer back in the day, a rather pedestrian chain magic user who had acted as a bodyguard for her back when she was a merchant. Despite being a mage, he was fat and dumb and just the right amount of incompetent to be her sheriff. 

“What?” Lady Darkclaw demanded. 

“It’s just the other day… I believe I know who the assailant is,” Sheriff Feastworth said. Donegal’s mouth went dry. “That is to say... I think I know which orc controlled the spirits.” 

There’s no way he’s figured it out. He’s an idiot. I explicitly hired him for his empty head. 

“Go on,” Lady Darkclaw said. Sheriff Feastworth had the entire room's attention. What he said next would make or break Donegal’s plan. 

“The attack took place after Donegal visited the orcish war rooms, an event where all the adults of Ghastlite were in attendance with a few key exceptions. Speaking to some of the members, I figured out who wasn’t around. Most of them were taking care of children, or otherwise had alibis, so I ruled them out.” Donegal wanted to pull her hair out. She maintained her poker face, listening carefully to what he said. Her plans would need to be adjusted. “Durz left the event around the same time Donegal did and wasn’t seen until later that night by anyone. Additionally, he has been very outspoken against her. I believe that he is the attacker.” 

“Durz, you say,” Lady Darkclaw said, pretending to know who he was. Donegal stepped forward with a smile. She could work with this. 

“We should make the arrest immediately,” she said, the crowd muttering their agreement. Lady Darkclaw narrowed her eyes sceptically. “He must be held accountable for his crimes.” 

“Make it so. But he will not be punished until he is found guilty at trial.”


Chapter 62: Countdown

Sheriff Feastworth went to make the arrest 10 minutes after the meeting concluded; he didn’t want to risk Durz getting wind of what was going on and trying to escape. He had originally planned to bring his guards as backup; the orcs were champing at the bit for a fight, but he figured the sight of 9 spears would be enough to dissuade even the most aggressive among them. 

Lady Darkclaw disagreed with his plan. She said sending too many men would send the wrong message, and she wanted it to be clear he was making the arrest with her blessing. As such, she arranged for an escort by a Black Knight. Feastworth was glad she picked Remus. Remus was a bear of a man, but that bear was a teddy bear. The only time he’d seen him fight, he was protecting others. 

Durz's house was one of the oldest in the city; a metal number 876 written above it showed its age. The outer beams were splitting apart, and the walls were covered in scars from years of wear and tear. Feastworth couldn’t imagine why someone would choose to live in such a dilapidated hovel; could he not afford a modern house? The prices were lower than ever, thanks to Donegal. 

He knocked on the door. “Remember, we’re not here for a fight. We only use force if we have to,” Feastworth said. He needed to establish his authority early. Remus was assisting him, not the other way around. 

“Okay.” 

Sharmane opened the door, scowling when she saw Remus. “You have 5 minutes to leave; any longer and I’ll throw you out myself.” She cracked her knuckles. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am. We’re looking for Mr Durz,” Feastworth said, hoping to defuse some of the tension. 

“He’s not here.” 

“Where is he?” 

“Dunno.”

“But this is his house.” 

“That’s right.” 

“And it’s late. It’s almost 4am.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then surely he must be in bed by now.” 

“You’d think, but no.” Sharmane crossed her muscular arms smugly. “I have no idea where he is. You’ll have to try again tomorrow.” 

Feastworth saw people peeking out of their doorways and peeling back parchment to see through their windows. They were making a scene. In a community as tight-knit as Ghastlite, curtain-twitchers were everywhere. “May I please come in?” 

“Why?” 

“I want to confirm that the man of the house is in fact absent.” 

“Are you calling me a liar?” Sharmane narrowed her eyes dangerously. 

“No. I merely think you may be mistaken.”

“It’s not a big house. If he were home, I’d know it.” 

“Sharmane, I can smell him,” Remus said, breaking his silence. “Durz, come on out.” 

Sharmane turned her wrathful expression on Remus. “Why do you keep sticking your nose into other people’s business?” Durz emerged. Feastworth glanced at Sharmane, who didn’t even pretend to be surprised. 

Whatever, Feastworth thought. “Durz, on the authority of Mayor Donegal and with the blessing of Lady Darkclaw, I, Sheriff Feastworth, am placing you under arrest.” 

Durz yawned brazenly. “Good luck with that.” 

“Please come along peacefully, or I will be forced to use force.” 

Durz beamed at the threat. “Now you're speaking my language.” He stepped out of the house. Feastworth hated that he took a step back. Durz was so much bigger than him! “You wanna fight, do you, fatty?”

“He won’t be the one fighting,” Remus said, taking a step forward. Sharmane slipped between him and Durz. 

“Is that so?” she poked Remus in the chest. “It’s time for you to go, Remus.” 

“It’s only been 3 minutes. I’ve still got 2 left,” Remus said. 

Sharmane cracked her knuckles, glancing at his lips. “I’m speeding up the clock. Get out now, or you’ll regret it.” 

“You wouldn’t,” Remus said, stepping forward. They were so close they were almost kissing.

“Try me.” Feastworth couldn’t tell if they were threatening each other or flirting; their body language was all over the place. It didn’t matter; Sharmane wasn’t who he was there to arrest. 

He continued in a loud, authoritative voice, “That’s it. Hands behind your back, it’s time to go!” He kept his eyes on Durz, watching for any sign of an attack as he turned around. A creature of shadows emerged from the darkness, charging at Remus. Remus dodged, kicking it in the side. “Gai’s cock! What is that thing?” 

The creature landed on all fours; its back arched like a cat as it stalked around them. “Gretel?” Remus asked. “What happened to you?” 

The creature, Gretel, pounced at him again. Remus intercepted it with a powerful blow, yet it didn’t react at all. Great claws extended from its hands, ready to slice Remus to ribbons. “Everyone, get inside,” Feastworth ordered. All around him fools had left their houses to gawk at the monster. “I’m serious. It isn’t safe. This is a direct order!” 

“We’re done taking your orders, dark elf,” Durz said scornfully. “This is our land; you have no authority here?” 

“Are you an idiot? This is for your own good. Get inside now. We’ll deal with your arrest later.” He tried to push Durz, but the other man was stalwart. Feastworth glanced back just in time to see Remus get thrown away, his chest bleeding profusely. The beast turned its ire on them. “Move, you fool!” 

“I’m not the 1 in danger,” Durz said, grinning smugly. The creature cried out in anguish, galloping towards them. Feastworth summoned his chains, smacking it around the face while lifting himself above the house. The creature kept coming, heading straight for Sharmane. 

Time slowed down. Sharmane was sandwiched between Durz and the house with nowhere to run. She was too heavy to lift with his chains. Feastworth’s mind short-circuited as he tackled the beast, conjuring the best armour he could on short notice. Its claws cut through it like a knife through hot butter. He gasped, feeling an icy chill settle in his stomach, his magic failing him. Feastworth saw Sharmane gaping at him. “Run, you fool,” he said. It stabbed Feastworth again. He tried to move his arms but couldn’t find the strength. Gretel reared her fist back, aiming to end his life. He closed his eyes. He had died saving another's life. That was the way a sheriff should go. His last thought was of Donegal; he was glad he lived up to her expectations.


Chapter 63: Cold

Sharmane felt so passive. The spirit monster had fled after killing Feastworth, heading for the castle. Remus scooped up the corpulent man, saying something about getting him to a healer, then ran off. Sharmane knew it was too late. He was dead. 

Why did he do that? The spirit monster was being controlled by Warmonger. It wasn’t going to attack her; it was chasing Feastworth. He didn’t know that. As far as Feastworth knew, it was going to kill her. He threw himself into danger to protect her. She had only met him a few times before. When Donegal announced he was going to be the new sheriff, she thought little of him. He was going to be another incompetent lout who didn’t care what happened to the Ghastlite as long as the dark elves were happy. He sacrificed himself to save me.

“What a fool! He let himself get killed for nothing,” Durz said. He spat into the puddle of Feastworth’s blood. 

Sharmane rounded on him, curling her lip in disgust. “How can you be so cold?” 

“His death is a good thing. He needed to be removed.” Sharmane knew he was right. She wasn’t on Feastworth’s side. There was no reason to think that would ever change. While he didn’t know it, she planned to fight alongside Durz and Warmonger. 

“He was willing to risk his life to protect me. We could’ve… we could’ve let him live. Warmonger should have spared him.” 

“We can’t let any of them live,” Warmonger said, appearing from the darkness. “The die is cast. It is time for war.” 

Sharmane knew that people might die. That they would have to fight to protect their homes. Until now, she had thought that those that they fought would all be cruel monsters who only wished to rule over them. She understood intellectually that dark elves could be good and fair people. But she had pushed the thought out of her mind. She had let her fear of losing what she cared about, and her anger at how they were treating her people, blind her to this simple truth. She said, “We don’t have to do this; it’s not too late to stop.” 

Warmonger laughed cruelly. “Not too late? Spirits just killed Lady Darkclaw’s sheriff. She won’t let that go,” Warmonger shouted, ensuring that everyone watching could hear him. “She’s going to send her knights. They’ll march in and slaughter anyone who tries to stand in their way. They’ll destroy the spirits and drive us away. Now is the time to fight. We must claim this city and make it our bastion. It’s too late for anything else.” 

Sharmane gaped in horror. “... you did this on purpose.” Warmonger’s smile made her stomach turn. “All of this. The attack on Donegal, the dark elf that died… you wanted us to be forced to fight.” 

“He was right to do it,” Durz said. “For too long we’ve been passive. We’ve let the dark elves rule over us, mistreating us and disrespecting our traditions. It’s time for us to be on top.” 

“Be on top?” Sharmane shook her head incredulously. “That’s not what this is about at all. The goal is to be allowed to follow our traditions in peace, not to get some sort of petty revenge.” 

“Why not?” Orcs were gathering around them now, their curiosity turned to action. “Have we not suffered under the yoke of these scoundrels? For years we have been forced to obey, to follow their rules. I say enough. We will overthrow Lady Darkclaw and her evil knights; we’ll end Donegal’s rulership and bring about a new era. The era of the orc.”

“What you’ll do is get us all killed,” Sharmane said. “I cannot allow this. This is not your decision to make.” 

“It is none of our decisions,” Durz said, gesturing to Warmonger. “The spirits have chosen their representative. I present to you the last heir of the Spirit-Whisperer clan: Warlord Warmonger!” 

Everyone turned to the so-called warlord, who grinned at the sight. He slammed his staff into the ground. Spirits appeared from every direction, gathering around him like angels around a god. The Ghastlite were stunned at the sight. They fell to their knees in reverence, some going as far as to press their foreheads into the ground in submission. Warmonger fed on their worship, his eyes rolling over them possessively. 

“Spirits, hear me,” Warmonger said, twirling his staff like a baton. “If it is war you want, then show us the way. Guide us to our enemies and show them your wrath!” 

The spirits flew as one over the heads of the orcs, aiming straight for the castle. Sharmane’s mouth ran dry. “What are you waiting for, fools?” Durz asked. “Follow me. The spirits have commanded it!”


Chapter 64: A Dire Warning 

Sheriff Feastworth was dead. Everyone saw Remus rushing his corpse through town, his lifeless eyes staring out at no one. People were shocked. Hysteric. Feastworth was a symbol of law and order to them. If the orcs were willing to kill him, then nobody was safe. 

People armed themselves and barricaded their doors. Some went as far as to flee the town entirely, taking just the few possessions they could hold or load onto a donkey. Donegal gathered her supporters, forming a mob and marching to the castle. Lady Darkclaw spoke to them from the ramparts, Black Knights on either side of her. She tried to calm them, but they were unwilling to hear her. They wanted blood. They needed to feel safe again, and there was only one way that would happen. Remus and his harem were on the ramparts with the Black Knights, acting as further support. Azula felt for the people, but she wished they’d stop listening to Donegal. Azula knew the type. Donegal was pretending to care about them, but everything she did was inflammatory, designed to cause as much chaos as possible. She’s like Gretel, Azula thought. 

“We need to destroy the spirits even if it means driving the orcs out of town,” Donegal shouted. The people roared their approval, waving their weapons. The pressure was on; Lady Darkclaw’s hand was being forced. 

“Now is not the time for rash action. As long as I am the ruler of this land, we will follow the law. Most of the orcs have done nothing wrong, and as such there is no legal reason to punish them,” Lady Darkclaw said, her response earning her nothing but scorn. 

“You're worried about the law now? People's lives are in danger. As our lady, it is your legal duty to protect us,” Donegal shouted. “Or are you too weak to exorcise a few spirits?”

“Lady Darkclaw, there’s a man here to speak with you,” a servant said. Darkclaw waved her off. 

“I’m a little busy.”

“He says he knows why the spirits are attacking. He says he's a friend of Iris and Azula.”

“We’ll deal with this,” Remus said, leading them downstairs behind the servant. “Any idea who this is?”

“No clue,” Iris said. “I don’t have many who share my joys and woes.”

“Me either,” Azula said. If it were Burt, he would’ve just said his name rather than be so indirect. And he was still in Icereach, training to be a Black Knight. “Could it be Bridget?”

They were taken to a small dining room where they found Alwin and Aeaea. Alwin was pacing back and forth like a caged animal, while Aeaea stood stock-still. Both Alwin and Aeaea were wearing plate armour, and Aeaea had a sword on her hip with a powerful magical aura, which clued Azula in that something was wrong. “What’s going on?” Iris demanded. 

“Warmonger has the staff; he’s using it to manipulate the spirits,” Alwin said. He explained everything that had happened, including his betrayal of them. 

“You little worm! After we helped you, this is how you thank us?” Azula demanded. Alwin flinched back. 

“I’m sorry. He… he had Aeaea. I had to protect her.” Aeaea put a hand on Alwin’s shoulder. 

“What’s done is done. We can’t change the past; all we can do is stop Warmonger before he makes things even worse here,” Remus said. Azula frowned but reluctantly nodded. Remus was right, but that didn’t mean she’d forgive Alwin. 

“How can we find him? He could be anywhere,” Azula said. Alwin shook his head. 

“Magic items have distinct auras. I can sense it,” he said. “I’ll lead you to it. But… I’m not a warrior. I’ve brought the best magic weapons I could find, but they won’t be enough against Warmonger’s monsters.”

“It’s fine,” Remus said. “You don’t need to fight. All I’ve got to do is take this guy's staff, right?” 

“Yes, but he’ll have an army of monsters protecting him,” Aeaea said. Remus grinned. 

“So, I can save the day by killing monsters and picking up a stick. I’m in!” 

“I feel like you're not taking this seriously enough,” Alwin said. “This staff is a divine artifact. The reason he can control the spirits is that he can control any monster. He’s got a literal army of them at his beck and call.” 

“Relax, we’re totally gonna kick this dude's ass,” Misty said, flexing her bicep. “You mess with the werewolf; you get the teeth… metaphorically. I know we’re not killing anyone.” 

“We shouldn’t all go. Whatever’s going on out there, Warmonger has something to do with it and there’s not nearly enough knights here to keep the peace if things go wrong,” Iris said. She was right. The only reason they were on the ramparts was because so many of them were injured. “We need to split up.”

“Splitting up in a town full of monsters. What could possibly go wrong?” Misty said, her grin threatening to split her face in half. 

“I’m going after Warmonger,” Remus said. “If we stop him, this whole thing will end. I want the rest of you to stay here where it’s safe.” 

“Remus, we can fight,” Azula said. Remus stroked her cheek, his eyes burning into her with so much intensity that Azula struggled to meet his gaze. 

“I know you can. You're all so strong. But I won’t be able to fight properly if I’m worried about you. This castle is the safest place in the city. Please, for me, stay here.” 

Remus was adamant that he could do it alone. In the end, they conceded, deciding to focus on protecting Lady Darkclaw instead. Remus donned his armour, readying himself for battle. Before he left, he kissed each member of his harem, reminding them that he loved them. Azula didn’t want the kiss to end, but she knew he had to go. 

“Geez, this is what happens when you fall for a guy with a hero complex,” Misty said, shrugging with her hands up. Azula scowled at her. 

“You could at least pretend to care,” Azula said, turning away from her. She headed up the stairs, not looking back. She didn’t have the energy to deal with Misty. 

“Are you feeling alright, darling? That was rather prickly,” Iris said, following behind her. 

“I’m just tense. It doesn’t matter. We’ll talk about this later. For now, we need to focus on protecting Darkclaw.”


Chapter 65: Chokepoint 

The people of the city gathered their weapons. For orcs, weapon ownership was a must. One wasn’t considered an adult if they didn’t own at least one weapon. Durz went around rallying every fighting-age man and woman, preparing for a battle. It felt surreal seeing the people she had grown up with so angry and afraid. Sharmane tried to stop them, but mob mentality carried them. A person might listen to her, but getting so many people to see reason at the same time was impossible. 

They made their way to the bridge, the thin strip the only thing between them and the Abre district. Remus was waiting on it. “Turn back. No one else needs to die today,” Remus said, his arms crossed over his chest. The sight of him made the mob pause; they all knew how strong he was. No one was willing to take him on. 

Durz swaggered forward, stopping at the foot of the bridge. “You’d be wise to move, werewolf. This isn’t your fight.” 

“Maybe not. But I’m not going to stand around and do nothing while people hurt each other for no reason,” Remus said. “Where is Warmonger?” 

“Why do you want to know?” 

“I’m going to take his stick.” Remus scanned the crowd. “Is this really what you want? To be rebels? To fight and kill the people you’ve lived alongside for years?” 

“What if it is? This is our city. They have no right to live here,” Durz said. He turned back to the crowd. They were ready to obey him. There was only one thing left that held them back. Sharmane. Her people looked at her, silently asking her what to do. Warmonger was a stranger to them, but everyone knew Sharmane. If she resisted, then perhaps they would too. Sharmane knew exactly what to do. 

“If we go to war, we’ll regret it,” she said. “We should turn back. It’s not too late to negotiate. No one has to die.” Remus’ eyes met her own, sparkling with affection. 

“You’d betray your own people,” Durz said. “You must truly love this beast.” 

“This isn’t about Remus. It’s about us. Sheriff Feastworth didn’t need to die, nor do any of the people across the river. We don’t need to fight. We can talk to them and figure out a way to move forward together.” 

“It is too late to negotiate,” Warmonger said, emerging from the crowd at last. “This battle must happen. You can stand in our way, Remus, but it will make no difference. You will fall before us.”

“Maybe I will,” Remus said without an ounce of fear. He knew he could die, yet he didn’t mind. Sharmane’s respect for him grew; he had the will of a warrior, even if he abhorred killing. 

“Warmonger, show us your honour. If you are truly blessed by the spirits, you will face Remus alone, not relying on others to fight your battles for you,” Sharmane said. Warmonger smirked at her. 

“To think you’d betray me. I expected more of your clan,” he said, the words cutting Sharmane deeper than any blade could.

“If you think I’m a traitor, then fight me too.” Sharmane thumped her own chest hard enough to hurt. “Show me the overwhelming power of the spirits.” 

Sharmane was either being very clever or very stupid. She had no idea if she could win this fight. But she was going to do it all the same. She was reminded of the most important lesson her father ever taught her: When fate throws an enemy in your path, the decision to fight is not based on whether you believe you can win or not. It's based on what you are willing to lose. If something matters to you, you must fight for it.

“Fine,” Warmonger said, banging his staff against the ground. “But the spirits do not wish for me to fight alone. They have named a champion to fight in my name, as your clan once did. A new legacy starts today. Durz, step forward.” 

“Warlord, your faith in me brings me great pride. But I’m… uncertain I will be able to live up to your expectations,” Durz said. Sharmane smirked at him, stretching her arms in front of her; she hadn’t lost a fight to anyone in the settlement in years. Why Warmonger would want Durz was beyond her. He was capable, but hardly a legend in the making. 

“Come at me. If the spirits really want you to win, you’ll find a way,” Sharmane said, showing off her muscles. Durz scowled at her. Warmonger put a hand on his shoulder. 

“She is right,” he said softly. “She’s right,” he repeated loudly for the crowd. “The spirits will ensure our victory, for we are righteous.” 

Remus crossed the bridge, taking his position beside Sharmane as the others cleared a circle. “I won’t fight to the death. When this is over, all I want is your stick.” 

“You can fight however you wish. We’re fighting to the death,” Warmonger said, banging his staff against the ground. 

“This man threatens to kill you, and you still want to go easy on them?” Sharmane asked. 

“That’s right.” 

“You're mad.” Sharmane smiled at the ridiculousness of the situation. “But I’m in. We'll beat their asses without killing them. Ready when you are, Warmonger.” 

Warmonger raised a finger to his lips. “Not yet.” A black mass with a smoky tail flew into Durz. Durz screamed, the sound agonising. Then he stopped, slumping forward like an ape. 

“What did you do to him?” Sharmane asked. His sclera had turned black, his lips twisting into a disturbing facsimile of a smile. 

“The spirits blessed him,” Warmonger said coldly. “All I did was help them out a little.”


Chapter 66: Spiritual Attack 

The spirits arrived without warning. One second, they were dealing with an angry mob, then all of a sudden there were spirits attacking them from all directions. The citizens tried to defend themselves, but it was clear that they weren’t up to the job. These were not warriors; most didn’t even have real weapons. They had farming equipment and torches. They soon devolved into panic, every man fighting for himself. 

Lady Darkclaw acted immediately. “That does it. I don’t care what the fallout is. Destroy those spirits.”

“Wait,” Iris said. She had seen spirits floating about passively; the ones attacking felt different. “These spirits, they’re being controlled.” 

“No shit.” 

“I think I can free them. If I target the mana that’s manipulating them, I think they can break free.” 

Darkclaw bit her lip. She was still stuck in her seat; her leg made walking too difficult for her. “You better be right. Men support Iris. The goal is to free the spirits, but if the choice is between saving a life, including your own, or saving a spirit, save the life.” 

Iris rushed down, followed by the clattering of armour. Misty was right beside her, laughing like an idiot. “I get to fight ghosts. That’s so fun!” 

Iris rolled her eyes. She knew that Misty was being glib because she was nervous. “Stay focused. We need to be careful.” 

“Yes, Miss Dark and Spooky.” Misty gave her a silly salute like humans do. Iris suppressed a smirk. “Ha, I saw that! You smiled.” 

“Lady Darkclaw is being attacked!” A knight yelled. Iris froze, torn between helping the mob outside and helping her friend. She looked up at Azula.

“You save Darkclaw, I’ll stop the spirits,” Iris said, making a snap decision.  


“Ooh, we’re splitting up again? Who gets me?” Misty asked, pointing at herself  

“You take her,” Azula shouted as she ran back up the stairs. 

“How generous of her,” Misty said dryly. “Do I smell or something? Don’t answer that.” 

Iris was already running through the gateway, approaching the mob. From above, things were bad. But now that she was faced with the crowd, she could tell things were so much worse than she realised. There were spirits everywhere, chasing helpless townspeople about with impunity. Several had fallen, lying on the ground unconscious. Misty hoped they were only unconscious. Focus on the now. Save the people you can save. That’s all you can do.

“Boy, I sure am glad Remus had us stay here. I feel so safe,” Misty said, decking a spirit that got too close. Iris took the opportunity to strike it with an arrow. The spirit shuddered, then floated up, moving away harmlessly. “It worked. Awesome. Not that I thought we were going to die. I totally believed in you, Miss Dark and Spooky.” 

“Here’s the plan. You knock them down; I put an arrow through them. Rinse and repeat until they're all free, any questions?” Iris shot off a series of arrows, hoping to get a lucky hit. She managed to free one spirit that hadn’t been paying attention, but the rest all avoided her attack. 

“Nope. Let’s do this thing!”


Chapter 67: Gretel the Monster 

Azula panted as she took in the scene before her. Lady Darkclaw fought with all her might, but her bad leg meant she was on the back foot. All around her, her Black Knights were dead. Looming over them was a creature of hatred and shadow: Gretel. Azula could sense her mana within the monster, even if it was overwhelmed by the magic of the Stygians. 

Azula felt bad for her. She knew that a Stygian could do awful things to the person it possessed. She had no doubt that being controlled by 4 at the same time was hellish. She also knew that Gretel had brought it upon herself. Gretel was foolish and prideful, and now she was paying the price. If Remus were in her place, Azula had no doubt that he would focus all his energy on trying to free her, despite their history. 

Azula attacked, launching a burst of fire into Gretel's side. She cried out, her voice strangely human despite the monsters’ control. Her attention turned to Azula. It flowed towards her, its movements more like a river than a woman's. Azula fell back, avoiding the stairs as she shot off further attacks. Unfortunately, the monster had the same armour Caius had once used. Back then, Azula could only inconvenience Caius. 

Things change. 

Azula could feel the mana in the air around her. It was corrupted, dirtied somehow. It didn’t matter. Such a minor issue was beneath her. She drew in the mana, manipulating it to her will and blasting Gretel with it. “Azula!” She hesitated. That had been Gretel’s voice. She was screaming in pain, drowned out by the sound of Azula’s fire, but she still recognised it. She shouldn’t have hesitated. Gretel shot forward, her claws piercing Azula’s armour and chest. Gretel, no, the creature smiled at her. “Azula,” it repeated in Gretel’s voice. 

Azula punched it feebly, her mana refusing to respond to her call. 

A sword pierced Gretel’s chest, forcing her to release Azula. Azula fell onto her back, gasping for air. Looking for her saviour, she saw Lady Darkclaw leaning against a wall. “Cowardly beast. How dare you use her friend's voice against her?” 

Azula cauterised the wound quickly. Tears streamed down her face, but she ignored them. There was no time for crying. Lady Darkclaw was fighting valiantly, but she had no chance against such an overwhelming foe. Not alone. 

Azula set the world on fire. She wasn’t afraid this time; she knew she could control it. Weeks of training meant she could pick and choose who burnt, protecting those she wished to protect whilst destroying the monster in front of her. It screamed out again, crying Azula’s name repeatedly. Was that the only word it could say? She didn’t know. She didn’t care. “Gretel, if you're really in there, then fight! Force them out of you!”


Chapter 68: Gretel the Weakling 

Gretel was in so much pain. She couldn’t see what was attacking her. She couldn’t see anything; all her senses had been turned off except her sense of pain. All she could feel was constant, all-encompassing pain. She remembered how she had got into this state. She had thought that she was doing the right thing. She always thought she was doing the right thing. Doubt was the enemy. She had to keep moving forward, to be the perfect soldier of Mene. That was her value. It was her only value. 

Gretel wished she had her old wand. Everything had changed when she was given it. Before that, she was nothing. Now she was nothing again. 

Gretel spent the first years of her life in an orphanage connected to the Order of the Radiant Night. She was a Nekomi in Nexus. The war with Nekomi had ended years before she was born, but that didn’t change the way the older priests looked at her. Many of them had been to war and seen first-hand what the Nekomi could do. This included Mother Amillo, the woman in charge of Gretel’s brood. As far as she was concerned, anyone with feline ears was the enemy. Gretel learned at a young age that she had to be perfect. Anything she did wrong, Amillo would come down on her hard. She even got punished for being near others when they misbehaved. Whenever she punished her, she would say the same thing “This is what you deserve”. Gretel trusted her.

Gretel wanted to be well-behaved, to avoid Amillo’s punishments, but she never understood what was right and wrong. She wanted to be good, but she didn’t know how. She’d see Amillo praise a child for something, yet when she did the same thing, Amillo would be furious with her. Since Amillo hated her, the other orphans followed her lead and hated Gretel too. She was alone. 

Amillo wasn't capable of Radiant magic, but she was a staunch believer in Mene. Gretel wanted her to like her so badly, so when she found out Amillo worshipped Mene, she threw herself into learning everything about her. She thought that if she could learn what Mene liked, she could learn what Amillo liked. So, she went to the temple. That was where she met Phase Bluewater for the first time. 

Phase Bluewater was the first person to ever be pleased when he saw Gretel. When she told him about her dream of serving Mene, he smiled at her in a way that made her feel so special. Gretel found out that he was trying to train powerful mages to better serve Mene. Gretel had never been very interested in magic; she preferred the idea of being a farmer’s wife, loved by a steadfast man and living in peace, but she begged him to train her. 

She still remembered how happy she was when she cast her first spell. She’d been using a training wand, but she did it and Phase Bluewater was so proud. She wished she could live in that moment forever. Being told she was special, not just like the others but better. But like all moments, it passed. 

Phase Bluewater told her to practice fighting against another student. Gretel hated fighting, but she wanted to make him proud, so she did it. The problem was she wasn’t allowed to use her wand in the fight and had to use magic. She tried so hard, doing everything she could to replicate the feeling… but it was impossible for her. 

After that, Phase Bluewater wasn’t proud of her anymore.

She kept coming back to the temple, but he was busy with his students. He had no time for her. She wasn’t special enough. Then she met Priest Cornsilk. He’d known something was wrong right away. All it took was a simple question, and everything came pouring out of her. She told him how it was her fault, how she was too weak to be of any use to anyone. How she was completely and utterly worthless. 

He tried to comfort her, telling her strength didn’t matter, but she knew it did. Phase Bluewater would never be proud of her again if she stayed weak. Then he gave it to her: her pink wand. With it, she was able to cast. With it, she was special again. He told her that as long as she was righteous, she would be special to Mene. He made her promise that she would never do anything evil, and so she did.

Gretel never saw either priest again after that. She never knew why. Phase Bluewater moved away, and Priest Cornsilk didn’t come back. A new priestess moved in, but she didn’t care about magic. Gretel did the only thing she could think of. She kept training, trying to be a righteous mage, hoping that Phase Bluewater would hear about her and realise that he had made a mistake discarding her. 

But she lost her wand. She lost everything. That’s when she let the monsters enter her body. She thought that they were another gift from Mene, a way of rewarding her for her righteousness. She knew now that she was wrong. They weren’t a gift; they were a punishment. Mene was sick of her arrogance and wanted to put her in her place. It was just like Amillo said. 

I deserve to suffer.

“Gretel, if you're really in there, then fight! Force them out of you!” It was Azula. Why was Azula with her again? Had she tracked her down to kill her now that she was a monster. That seemed right. It's what Gretel would have done before she let herself become a monster. “Gretel, if you don’t take control soon, I’ll have to kill you.” 

Just let me die.


Chapter 69: The Battle of the Bridge

Sharmane knew Durz was strong. In terms of raw ki, he was equal to her. She consistently beat him for 2 reasons: the first was that she was better with her ki, the second was her use of her Cursed Mark. Once she got in close, all she needed was one good hit to end the battle. They’d split away from Warmonger and Remus, the fight breaking into a pair of one-on-one bouts. 

The problem was she wasn’t fighting Durz. The thing in front of her was a monster possessing Durz. Every time she got close, it would trigger an explosion, knocking them both off their feet. Sharmane coughed as the smoke and dust filled the air. “Damn it, Durz. You’re going to kill yourself,” Sharmane shouted, picking herself up off the ground. 

“My life for my people,” Durz said. He cracked his neck painfully. “I wouldn’t expect a traitor like you to understand.” 

“I’m willing to live for my people. If you weren’t a dumbass, you’d do the same.” Sharmane threw dirt in his eyes, leaping at him. He caught her with a kick to the face, followed by another explosion that sent her tumbling across the ground. “How do you see this going? Do you think Necrum will just let us walk away? They’ll send an army to destroy us. Countries don’t give up territory.” 

“Better to die fighting than live in shame.” Durz picked himself up, coughing painfully. 

“There’s no use speaking to you.” Sharmane risked a glance at Remus’ fight. Warmonger had flooded the battlefield with dozens of monsters. He was fighting well but struggling with the sheer numbers. He needed help. Ultimately, Durz was just a distraction. A way of keeping Sharmane out of the fight. 

Sharmane hated guys like Warmonger. Real men fight using their own power; they don’t hide behind tricks and allies. Remus was a real man, the type who charged in headlong without thinking. Sharmane grinned as he ripped the head off a Gota (why would Warmonger even bother bringing one). She was glad to be back on his side again. Remus may be an idiot, but so was she. They would be idiots together! 

Sharmane hummed as she stood. Trying to break through his defence with brute force wasn’t working. He would keep going until one or both of them were dead. That wasn’t acceptable. Sharmane wasn’t going to let any of her people die, not even an idiot like Durz. She felt the flow of his mana swirling around him in a series of eddies and collisions. The creature possessing him was at war with his own body, dragging him down and destroying him. 

Sharmane swayed as she hummed, feeling the ancient song and the flow of mana around her. It was chaotic due to the fighting, but even in the chaos there was a rhythm. She moved with the flow, swaying as she closed in on Durz. He triggered an explosion; this time she was ready, flowing her arm in time with his own and forcing the attack up. It burnt, but she kept going. Durz struck her again, jabbing her like a boxer. Sharmane was ready, deflecting this attack as well. Both his arms were open, his guard foiled. 

She activated her Cursed Mark, delivering a brutal uppercut. He was lifted off his feet, his jaw broken by the strike. Sharmane ended the dance as he fell. She had no time to celebrate; Remus needed her help. She took out a bear-like monster with a hard punch to the back, breaking its spine. Warmonger was hiding behind a Nurikabe as he directed his monsters. The Nurikabe was a giant steel wall. It could only hurt those that touched it, but as a shield it was near-impervious. Sharmane had hoped to slip around it but was foiled when it blocked her path. A group of winged imps dropped onto her from above. 

Winged imps are not particularly strong, although their pitchforks can be dangerous. The problem was that they flittered around so quickly. Sharmane threw punches and kicks but couldn’t connect with a single one. Meanwhile, they jabbed at her sides and arms, drawing blood with each attack. “Come out and face me, Warmonger. Or do you not have any balls?” 

“Do you really think I’d fall for such an obvious taunt?” Warmonger laughed cruelly. “This is the will of the spirits. If your cause is righteous, you will prevail.” 

Sharmane growled, focusing on trying to understand the imps’ pattern. Their movements seemed erratic on the surface, but everything had a rhythm. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Remus battling an ice giant. It was a huge mound of ice in a humanoid shape. It was slow and lumbering, but whenever he slashed it with his claws, it regenerated, making the fight endless. “Remus, switch opponents with me!” Sharmane abandoned the imps, getting stabbed in the back as she did. When she arrived, she delivered a strong punch to the ice giant, sending cracks up and down its body. “Tough bastard, aren’t ya?” 

This was the type of fight Sharmane enjoyed. No figuring out tricks or being clever. Just her punching a brick wall with all her might until it fell. She didn’t even dodge. The creature slammed its icy fists into her face, and she let it. Her full attention was on smashing its body to pieces. She wasn’t satisfied until it was nothing more than a pile of slush on the ground, melting in the midday sun. 

Remus did well, too. He nimbly caught the imps, using them as a makeshift weapon to slam into their companions. In seconds they were all beaten, leaving only the Nurikabe in their way. 

Or so it seemed. 

The wall lifted, revealing a veritable army of beasts of all shapes and sizes. Sharmane saw imps, ice giants, giant snakes made of rock, a wyvern, and dozens of other smaller monsters that Sharmane didn’t recognise. She couldn’t even see Warmonger behind them. “We’re going to fucking die,” Remus said, sounding oddly jovial. He was covered in blood and dirt, having been beaten thoroughly by the previous monsters. His wounds steamed as they sealed themselves, but his fatigue was showing. 

“Yep.” Sharmane put her fist out. Remus looked at it oddly. “Bump it with your fist.” He did as she asked. “If I had to die fighting by someone’s side, I’m glad it’s you, Big Guy.” 

“I feel the same way.” The monsters charged. Sharmane rushed forward, knowing that Remus was right beside her. “Let's die a little.”


Chapter 70: The Best Enchanter

“Shouldn’t we try to help them?” Aeaea asked. She was hidden behind a warehouse near the bridge, poking her head around the corner periodically to watch the fight between Remus and Warmonger. 

“Remus was very clear that he didn’t need help,” Alwin said. “It’s best that we don’t get in the way. Sometimes, it’s better to not take action.” 

“Circe would agree,” Aeaea said, remembering the story from the murals. Reckless action often made things worse than if one did nothing at all. “But what if we’re wrong? What if they’re killed? The things you told me about Warmonger… if he wins, no one will be safe.” 

Alwin grimaced. Aeaea knew that the stories he told her were only the tip of the iceberg. Warmonger was a repugnant man, the type who would hurt as many people as it took to achieve his goal. Alwin looked around. They were in a boatyard filled with equipment for ferries and other boats. “The staff’s magic is too strong; I can’t replicate the spell to control monsters.” 

“Okay.” 

“But… maybe I can attract monsters.” Aeaea knew the look on Alwin’s face. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“The reason enchanting takes so long normally is because mana wants to explode. If you try to make an enchantment too quickly, chances are it’ll blow up in your face,” Alwin said. He put his hand out, asking for her sword. It was his father’s last and greatest creation. He had given it to Bagsworth in an attempt to settle his debt. The mana in it was incredibly potent, stronger than anything else they had. Alwin's expression fell as he examined the blade. “If I change the enchantment on your sword, I can make it attract monsters… then blow up. If I do it right, we’ll have enough time to get away before it goes off.” 

“And if you don’t?” 

“I’ll die.” Aeaea’s heart sank. Alwin wasn’t exaggerating; she knew enough about enchantments to know enchanting could be incredibly dangerous. If he were making one that was going to compete with a divine artifact, even in only one regard, it would have to have a massive amount of power. Alwin was willing to die, to throw his life away on the off-chance of helping. 

“You can’t do this.” 

“I have to. I was part of the Thieves Guild… I knew what they were doing, and I helped.” Alwin blinked, his eyes wet with unshed tears. “This is the only way I can make things right.”

Aeaea took his hand, holding it tight to stop him from shaking. “Everyone makes mistakes, even Circe. When Circe sought redemption, she could have allowed herself to be slain, but she did not. Do you know why?” Alwin shook his head. “Because dying doesn’t fix anything. If you want to make the world a better place, don’t die. Live and take action to improve things. That’s how the world becomes better.”

Alwin stared at the sword in his hands, his body shaking with sobs. “Please… let me do this.” 

“No.” Aeaea had made up her mind. “You're going to make the enchantment, but I’m going to stay with you until it’s done. Then we’ll leave. Together.” 

“You can’t. You’ll be in danger too.” 

“Not if you do this right.” She grabbed his cheeks, forcing him to look her in the eye. “You're the best enchanter in all of Necrum; you can do this.”

“I’m not the—”

Aeaea put a finger over his lips, silencing him. “The best.” Alwin fell silent, looking up at her with glistening eyes. Aeaea felt a flutter in her chest, remembering all the other times that Alwin had looked at her like that before. 

“Okay. I’ll do it.” 

“Damn right you will.” Aeaea pumped her fist. “Now get to work. We’ve got a city to save. Oh, um, Circe, forgive me for swearing.”


Chapter 71: Retreat

There were too many spirits. Iris was freeing them as quickly as she could, but they kept coming back, needing to be released all over again. To make matters worse, the dark elves were in chaos, charging about with weapons and no plan or cohesion at all. Avoiding them was hard and meant that Misty and the handful of surviving Black Knights had to spend more time playing interference than grabbing the spirits. 

“This isn’t working,” Iris said, missing yet another spirit. “We need a new plan.” 

“What we need is for these dinks to get out of our way,” Misty said, using her elongated arms to herd a group of people who tried to run down a dead-end alleyway to safety. “Where’s Mayor Donegal? She’s the one that made this mess. She should be fixing it!” 

“I don’t know.” Iris shot down 3 spirits. “I think the spirits are running away.” It had only been a few at first, but the spirits were fleeing. Iris had no idea why, but she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. 

“Let’s go find Donegal.” 

“Why?” Iris asked. She hated the mayor. “She won’t help us.” 

“Maybe not intentionally. But I have a plan.” 

***

Azula wanted to believe Gretel could be saved. She couldn’t. She was slithering towards Azula, her eyes bereft of intelligence. Gretel was gone. If she tried to save her, all she would do was get herself and everyone she was trying to protect killed. Azula owed it to herself to do the right thing. She had to put Gretel down. 

She pulled the flames in, concentrating them around Gretel, pushing them to their maximum heat. The flames got brighter and brighter as she cooked her, readying to end her life. Her screams were haunting, but Azula pushed through. “Goodbye, Gretel.” 

Then something odd happened. Gretel ran away. She jumped over the edge of the building, landing with a thud. Azula thought she was going to attack Iris, but she didn’t; she kept running right past her. Azula didn’t know if it was her mind reasserting control over her body when she was close to death, or just a coincidence. She watched as she got further away; soon she would be out of Azula’s range. 

She knew logically that the smart thing to do was to finish the job. Gretel was too far gone. But part of her hated the idea of killing her former friend. Gretel was crazy, but they had good times too. She’d kept Azula around even when her magic was out of control. Just this once. I’ll let you go.

***

“We need to run. Now,” Alwin said. The enchantment was in place, replicating the monster-attracting abilities of the staff. He’d pumped its power up to the max. A skilled user of the staff would still be stronger; Alwin crossed his fingers, hoping that Warmonger’s lack of experience would prove his undoing. 

He grabbed Aeaea’s hand, making a beeline for the corner. If he was right, the building wouldn’t be enough to shield them from the blast. They had to get as far away as possible. “I knew you could do it,” Aeaea cheered. 

“Less celebrating, more running. That thing’s going to blow any second now,” Alwin said. He wished he hadn’t spent so long lounging around doing nothing. He was seriously out of shape. “We need to get some distance between it and us now.”

“The river. The water will protect us.” 

Alwin glanced at the river. It was certainly deep enough to dampen the force of any debris. He didn’t have time to weigh his options. He jumped in, still holding onto Aeaea. With a deep breath, he dived, reaching the bottom and lying flat against the silt. Aeaea joined him. He covered her body with his own, bracing for the coming explosion, his eyes squeezed shut. He hoped that the armour he made them would be strong enough to protect against anything that made it through the water, but if it wasn’t, he wanted an extra layer of protection for Aeaea. 

The explosion reverberated through his body. Alwin mentally cheered, then felt the pain of something heavy slamming into his back. He managed to cushion his fall, avoiding crushing Aeaea along with him. The breath was forced out of his body as he was pinned face-first into the riverbed, his blood dirtying the water. He tried to stand. It was impossible. The rock pinning him was too heavy. Fuck. He looked at Aeaea, trying to find the will to smile despite the situation. She was trying to move the rock, but it was impossible. He wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay. He wanted to tell her that he loved her. But he couldn’t speak. He could only look at her and wish things were different. He wished so badly that he hadn’t wasted so much time after he got back, that Bagsworth had never come to the village. He wished for a thousand things, chief among them that he had proposed to Aeaea years ago. Goodbye, Aeaea. Perhaps in another life.


Chapter 72: Donegal’s Plan

Donegal didn’t stay in the middle of the riot. Only a fool would do that. At the earliest opportunity, she slipped away and returned to her well-fortified mansion. She’d had the servants board up the windows and arrange the furniture to block people getting in; she was confident it would only be lightly damaged. No one had any reason to go there. 

She sat on her loveseat, swirling her drink, listening as the ice clinked against the glass. The cool drink contrasted wonderfully with the heat of the city; this was the perfect atmosphere to read in, barring the screams of people dying outside. It’s true what they say: the world of real estate is dog eat dog. Donegal heard a banging at her front door. Coming here? How rude. She got up, fetching a sword just in case. A sword of darkness pierced the door, followed by a fist that smashed it to kindling. In walked Remus' girlfriends Misty and Iris. “Oh, don’t worry about the door. I love having my possessions destroyed by ruffians.” 

Misty crossed her arms with a smirk. “You think you're so clever, don’t you?”

“The quality of being clever exists by virtue of comparison. For me to be clever, the people I am around must be less clever… so yes.” 

“Ha, if you're so clever, why did I totally figure out your plan!” Misty pointed at her dramatically, as if she were a hotshot lawyer winning a case.

“Because I told you about it over dinner several nights ago. Have you sustained a head injury? You seem rather confused?" Donegal kept her calm. She was far too smart to be baited.  

Misty threw a rock at her. “Stop being a smart ass, you know that’s not what I meant!” Donegal growled, rubbing the sore spot on her arm.

“How could I possibly know what you mean when you never say anything with the slightest degree of clarity? The point of words is to be understood, not to amuse others!” Donegal spat, unable to keep the venom in. 

“Misty, we’re getting off course; why don’t you explain what her plan was,” Iris said. She had a smug smirk on her painted lips. Donegal kept an eye on her; she knew that she was the dangerous one. Misty was a distraction, an idiot whose purpose was to make her lower her guard while Iris did… whatever she was going to do. 

“Oh yes, do impress me with how well you’ve understood my master plan. Do you perhaps think I’m twirling my moustache while plotting to conquer the city that I’m mayor of?” 

“Nope.” Misty blew a raspberry. “That’d be way too not-lame for you. Your plan is shit, like you.” 


“Your words wound me.” Iris was standing still, but Donegal could feel her mana at work. What’s she up to?

“Your plan is all about pushing the orcs out, so that you can lease their property to the Merchant’s Guild,” Misty said. “The orcs have all the hot springs; this side of the city sucks balls, so no one wants to build an inn here. So, you drive them away, then sell their property and keep the profits.” 

“I’m genuinely impressed you got that far. That’s almost correct; this must be a new sensation for you,” Donegal said. She looked around, confirming it was only the 2 of them. “That is my immediate plan, more or less. I will lease the land to the Merchant’s Guild and make myself rich. Those filthy orcs leaving will only improve this city and increase property prices further.” 

“What about the people who get hurt in the process? You killed Augustus for this plan.” 

“Oh no,” Donegal said, raising a hand to her mouth in mock shock. “You mean the man who sometimes sails a ferry can’t do it anymore. How will I ever replace him? I’ll have to put up a posting and… that’s about it. He’s a ferryman,” Donegal said the last part angrily. “Who gives a shit?” 

“What I don’t get is how you knew the orcs would kick off,” Misty said, tapping her chin. “Sure, you provoked them, but you can’t have known they’d attack you.” 

“You really are a halfwit. I arranged the attack,” Donegal said. She took baby steps toward the stairs. “I arranged all of this from the very beginning. I’ve sown the seeds of conflict, and now I’m reaping the rewards.” 

“Except we can tell everyone now,” Misty said, crossing her arms with a triumphant grin. 

How does she function? Donegal shook her head, fighting the urge to cackle with laughter. “Tell everyone? Why would they listen to you? I’m the well-respected mayor, and you're some werewolf’s dumb bitches.” 

“Hey, Remus isn’t just some werewolf,” Misty said, stamping her foot. “He’s totally awesome.” 

“You didn’t question being dumb bitches.” 

“I know what I’m about.” Misty stuck her tongue out with a dumb grin. Donegal truly hated her. “Besides, if I’m a dumb bitch, what does that make you?” 

“Very droll. But I’m afraid it won’t save you. You see, this whole time I’ve been stalling so my mercenary could arrive, and it seems…” Donegal heard the sound of boots on the ground. “They’ve finally made it. Have fun with that.” She turned, fleeing up the stairs. She quickly barred the door, knowing it wouldn’t stop them for long but would give her mercenary time to attack.


Chapter 73: Tag Team

Warmonger was horrified when his monsters fled the battlefield, refusing his orders. He soon realised why. He could feel the foreign magic competing with his own, trying to fight his control. He doubled down, focusing on the most powerful of his troops. Sharmane and Remus were injured and tired. The loss of Durz was of no consequence. He would win this battle, then punish Alwin for his foolishness. 

“I try to be merciful,” Warmonger said, feeling a strange desire to pontificate. “I keep my word. Yet people disappoint me time and again.” 

“That’s because you’re a dick,” Sharmane said, punching a hole through his wyvern. Warmonger scowled. He’d expected more from the beast. They charged forward, downing monsters. It did not matter; his Nurikabe was an impenetrable defence. Steel Nurikabes were naturally resistant to ki, meaning neither of them would be able to break through it. In the meantime, he was wrestling control of his monsters back. Alwin’s enchantment was formidable, but Warmonger’s staff was divine. The result was never in question.  

“What now, heroes?” Warmonger asked. They had reached his Nurikabe. He heard an explosion in the distance and felt Alwin’s magic fail. Several monsters died, but he called the rest back, including the spirits. He wasn’t taking any chances. Sharmane lashed out, but the Nurikabe was unmoved. “Attack it all day, you won’t win.” 

“Sharmane, remember the hot springs?” Remus asked. 

Sharmane grinned, leaping into the air. Warmonger was baffled as Remus caught her with one hand, rearing his arm back. He can’t possibly think that will work. Warmonger ordered his Nurikabe to rise into the air, blocking her path. Remus threw her. “Huh.” 

Sharmane soared through the air, overtaking the Nurikabe easily. She landed on top of it, then dived into Warmonger. “Give me that staff, bastard.” Warmonger ran. What else can you do when a crazy giantess is literally diving straight at you? She tackled him to the ground, his face grinding against the gravel. “You're pathetic.” She grabbed the staff, lifting it triumphantly. 

“Go ahead. Command the monsters. You can’t, you're not a Spirit-Whisperer,” Warmonger spat, blood dripping down his face. It was his last play. The staff was complex; he’d taken days to learn to use it even to a basic extent. He hoped that Sharmane wouldn’t be better than him.

“Maybe not.” She threw the staff to Remus. “Remus, tag out. Get that to your guy. I’ll deal with Warmonger.” 

“Are you sure you’ll be alright?” Remus asked, plucking the staff out of the air. 

Sharmane’s smile made his blood freeze in his veins. “Yes.” Remus ran off, leaving the 2 of them alone with his wall monster (that was regrettably placid). “Get up. I want everyone to see how weak you really are.” 

Warmonger scanned the crowd. Everyone was watching him. Waiting to see what he did. I can still win this. Warmonger needed the staff to take over the city, but to beat one woman? Warmonger could do that by himself. 

He got up, scuttling away quickly. When a mage and a ki user fight, the most important thing is distance. Ki users need to be up close and personal to attack, while mages can pick them off from a distance. The further apart they started, the better his odds were. “Keep going if you want,” Sharmane said. “Run away. I don’t care. Show everyone you're a coward.” 

“Loathsome wretch. Come at me.” She didn’t move. He stomped his foot, summoning a spike aimed at her neck. She smashed it with the back of her fist. 

“Please tell me that's not the best you can do,” she said, rubbing the dirt onto her skirt. “I was hoping for a cool fight.” 

Warmonger growled, stomping rapidly. He summoned spikes and barriers in a ring around her, boxing her in. Sharmane spun, breaking every one of them, leaving his magic shattered around her. “This…”

“My turn.” Sharmane walked forward. She walked. Warmonger kept attacking, doing everything he could to stop her. Nothing worked. She was an unstoppable juggernaut, demolishing everything he threw at her. He kept backing up until he was pressed against the Nurikabe. If he touched it, he risked its ire. With Sharmane in front of him, he didn’t know which he’d prefer. 

“Such a fucking loser.” She shook her head, turning to the crowd. “Is this the great hero you’ve been waiting for? Look how he cowers before me.” 

Warmonger snarled, slamming his foot down. He created a spike aimed at her back. She didn’t move; it hit her, ready to run her through. 

It broke. It couldn’t even pierce her skin. Sharmane turned around slowly. “Bet you wish you didn’t do that.” 

Warmonger did. She grabbed his head, slamming it into the Nurikabe. Warmonger screamed as steel spikes jabbed into him, drilling into his skull. He felt it carve through bone until it reached his left eye, blinding him. He closed his remaining eye, terrified it would be next. He tried to break free, but he couldn’t resist. He was utterly outdone. She was so far above him he couldn't even resist. She was superior.


Chapter 74: Goldtooth’s Monster

Goldtooth knew he wasn’t special. He was born an orphan, one of hundreds in Celestall City. No one ever took so much as a second glance at him. It became apparent at a young age that no one cared whether he lived or died. He was kept alive so that nobles could feel good about themselves for their benevolence and brag about how much they helped the city. Once he became an adult, he was kicked out with only the clothes on his back. That was the fate of all orphans, to become homeless as an 18th birthday present. It wasn’t a surprise, at least, and he knew from some of the other orphans what to do. 

He was taken in by the Thieves Guild because they discovered he had the potential for magic. He had thought that maybe it was a sign of things to come, that he would learn a great and dangerous magic and make all those who looked down on him suffer. 

He learnt chain magic. The most common and therefore least impressive magic. Goldtooth’s fate was to be ordinary. He wouldn’t get his revenge. He stopped resisting, drifting through life, obeying orders. This was how he got Warmonger’s attention. Goldtooth was under no delusions about their relationship. Warmonger needed a thug, so he was a thug. 

At least he was a thug who got rewarded. He fiddled with Scorpio’s card as he approached Donegal’s house, feeling the sting of jealousy at the sight of the mansion. This was the sort of place he’d never own. Inside he could sense 2 mages, Iris and Misty; they’d have to be dealt with. He slashed the card through the air, feeling the intense burst of divine magic. It tugged at his core, as if testing him, finding him wanting. But regardless, the creature formed. Any halfway decent mage could use it; that was its point. It made those without potential the equal of the blessed. Now, he was going to get his revenge on those born better than him. 

“Start with Iris,” Goldtooth said. “Focus all your energy on killing her.”

Scorpio scuttled inside, ready to obey his command. He hid around the corner, hoping to avoid a confrontation. The first rule of surviving when you're ordinary: avoid fights with special people. As a mercenary, this meant hiding whenever possible. One area Goldtooth was (relatively) unique was that he could suppress his mana low enough that other mages couldn’t sense him. He heard a scuffle, then Scorpio went flying out of the room. 

“Get it, Iris,” Misty shouted. Scorpio landed on its back but managed to right itself before the shadowy arrows pierced its carapace. 

“Find the caster,” Iris ordered, shooting off a series of arrows to keep Scorpio at bay. “I’m better suited to this fight.” 

“Sure thing.” Misty slung out of the room, stretching her arms then retracting them to go right over Scorpio. Since it was ordered to target Iris, it let her. Goldtooth was tempted to take back his order but knew it was wiser to hide. This city was filled with alleyways and dead ends; if he played his cards right, Iris would die long before Misty found him. All he had to do was endure the drain on his magic, and he’d win. 

Not so special anymore.


Chapter 75: Faith

Alwin was drowning, and Aeaea was powerless. Circe was the most magical of the goddesses, but Aeaea was Unblessed. When she was studying to be a priestess of Circe, she was told this was not shameful. Circe’s blessings are given to those who are best suited to use them. Alwin was one such example; his power had let him create the items that were the key to their victory. 

But they had also brought about his demise. He was drowning, and Aeaea could only watch. Circe, please grant me the power to save him. The rock was too heavy to move. Aeaea pulled with all her might and couldn’t move it an inch. Circe, I am your humble servant. I trust your will, but please don’t take him from me. 

Circe’s most important teaching was to understand the domain of the goddesses. She had betrayed Amphitrite, and now Aeaea was going to lose the man she loved to her. Circe had said she would never interfere with Amphitrite’s domain again. Aeaea knew this, but still she begged. Circe, save him. He is a good man.

Nothing happened. No miracle. Aeaea was running out of air; she knew Alwin was doing even worse. She swam down to him, pulling him into a kiss to blow air into his mouth. His eyes went wide as he realised what she was doing. Aeaea gave him everything she had. Even if it put her in danger, she didn’t care. 

She heard someone diving. Looking up, she saw Remus swimming towards her frantically. She pointed at the rock, feeling lightheaded from lack of air but needing him to understand. Remus grabbed it with 2 hands, throwing it away. Circe, you sent him, didn’t you? Aeaea swam up, her lungs burning. She saw Remus rushing past her with Alwin under his arm. When she reached the surface, she was choking for breath, but her first thought was Alwin. He looked weak, but he was awake. 

“Are you guys okay?” Remus asked, taking Alwin to the riverbank. 

Alwin spat out a mouthful of water. “How did… you find us?” 

“I sensed a mage in the river. I didn’t know it was you, but I figured whoever it was might need help.” 

“It was Circe’s will.” Aeaea tackled Alwin with a kiss, not caring that they were both dripping wet. Alwin’s lips felt so good against her own, she wished she hadn’t waited so long to make her move. Thank you, Circe.

“Um… I have the staff,” Remus said, holding it out. Aeaea pulled back with a blush. 

“Right… do it, Alwin. Save everybody.” 

Alwin was grinning like a fool but took the staff. He closed his eyes as he matched its mana, granting him control. “It’s done. I ordered the monsters to leave and not hurt anyone else.” A bunch of monsters could be useful, but they’d also terrify the citizens. They decided that having them leave the city was the best solution. “We’ve won. Everything’s going to be okay.” 

A group of orcs approached them. Aeaea tensed until she saw Sharmane, her knuckles bloody. “Warmonger’s in chains,” she announced. She wiped her bloody knuckles on her skirt, revealing undamaged skin. “Little bitch didn’t even put up a fight. Why are y’all in a river?”


Chapter 76: Trust 

Finding a random mage in a city was impossible. Misty went up high, climbing Donegal’s mansion for a vantage point, but whoever she was looking for was doing a good job disguising themself. She hoped to see a suspicious character lurking in the shadows, but no such luck. All she could see was Iris running and shooting Scorpio, trying to survive while she swung about aimlessly. 

Damn it. Misty swung down, kicking Scorpio onto its side. It screeched, windmilling its legs before righting itself. She expected a counterattack, but instead it made a beeline for Iris. 

“Misty, it’s not attacking you. You need to take advantage of that,” Iris said, running back. Misty hesitated. 

Is she trying to use me as a distraction? If it were her father, he’d pretend she wasn’t in danger, so she would do the most dangerous job and get hurt. That was how he operated; she was a disposable pawn. If she got hurt, he didn’t mind, as long as he protected himself. Misty punched Scorpio in the back. “Hey, Pincers, come and get some!”

If it wanted to, it could’ve hit her with its stinger. Misty had left herself wide open. But it didn’t. Iris was right. It was only focused on attacking her. Misty grinned; that gave her options. Extending her arms, she grabbed its legs, throwing it over her head. “Hold it steady!”  


Iris shot a barrage of arrows, filling Scorpio’s back. It tried to dodge, but Misty had it held firmly in her grip. With its attention so laser-focused on Iris, it wasn’t able to resist her at all. Misty snapped its legs back, breaking them. She repeated it with its other legs until it was wholly immobile. The creature glowed, then faded away into nothing, the magic that sustained it disappearing. “We won. You were right.”  

Iris ran up beside her, smiling at her. “Surprised?” 

“I dunno, I figured maybe you were looking for an opportunity to get rid of an annoying pest,” Misty said with a dopey grin. Iris frowned at her. She flicked Misty on the forehead. 

“Don’t make jokes like that.” 

“Ow. Hey, that hurt.” Iris kissed Misty on the forehead, making her eyes widen. 

“Does that feel better?” Iris asked. Misty swallowed, words failing her. “Good. Remember, Misty, Remus isn’t the only one who cares about you.” 

“I…” Misty rubbed her neck; Iris’ gaze burned her like the sun. “I know you wouldn’t do that.” 

“Good.” Iris took a step forward, wrapping Misty in a hug. “Don’t forget it.” 

“Um, shouldn’t we go find the caster?” Misty asked, unsure what to do with the sudden warmth. She had learnt to accept it from Remus, but so much so soon was hard to process. 

“He’s gone,” Iris said. “His monster’s beaten; he’s got no reason to stick around. Our best bet is to go get Donegal. Maybe he’ll try to stop us.” 

“Okay…” Iris was still hugging her. 

“You are loved,” Iris said. Misty relaxed, returning the hug. She blinked rapidly to clear her suddenly blurry eyes. 

“I know.” She squeezed Iris. “Thank you.”


Chapter 77: Donegal’s Last Play

Donegal paced back and forth in her bedroom. It was taking too long. Goldtooth knew the password, a phrase to say to get her to open the door once it was safe. Until she heard it, she wouldn’t open the door. She’d heard fighting, then silence. Something was wrong. Damn it. Warmonger said he was tough. He can’t lose.

She heard banging on her door. “Hey,” Misty drawled. Donegal choked on her breath, horror gripping her. “We beat up your dude, he totally sucked. Can you open the door so we can arrest you?”  

Donegal’s heart hammered in her chest. “Worthless cretin.” She pulled out her sword, inspecting its edge. It was enchanted, a fine weapon. It won’t be enough. She put it away. She wasn’t a warrior; she was a politician. She had to fight like one. “Very well.” She removed the barricade, letting herself be arrested. Misty was bug-eyed as Donegal let them guide her to the castle. She held her head high, seeing the naked fury on the faces of her citizens. Now for the real battle.

Misty was a fool. She knew what Donegal was up to, but it wouldn’t matter. No one would ever believe her. She’d tell a well-crafted lie, and all the blame would fall elsewhere. She reached the main hall, where Warmonger was kneeling in chains, his face bloodied. His eye socket had a gaping hole where his eye should be. Donegal scowled at him, playing the part of an orc-hating mayor. Lady Darkclaw was in the lord’s seat, her face tight with scorn. There were a handful of Black Knights and guards in the room, all of whom looked injured. 

I might have to turn on Warmonger. Pity, but I can help him escape later. Donegal smiled at Darkclaw. “My Lady, it brings me great joy to see you in such good health.” 

“Traitor,” a guard shouted. 

Donegal recoiled in shock. Something’s wrong.

“Mayor Donegal, you are being charged with treason. How do you plead?” Lady Darkclaw asked, her voice devoid of emotion. 

“This is ridiculous. How could you think, even for a second, that I would commit treason?” 

Lady Darkclaw was unmoved. “We all heard your confession.” 

“My what?” 

Lady Darkclaw held out a rock. Donegal’s eyes went wide as she recognised it; it was the controller for the city’s early warning system. Misty had thrown it at her during their argument; she’d projected everything she said to the entire city. Donegal gaped at the idiot, fury filling her. 

Misty smiled innocently. She asked, “Hey, if a dumb bitch tricks you, what does that make you?”

“You rancid bitch. How dare you?” Donegal leapt up but was floored by a punch from Misty’s extended arm. 

“Peace, Misty. We don’t beat prisoners… unless we have to. Former Mayor Donegal will behave, won’t you?” Lady Darkclaw said. Donegal wanted to scream, to shout, and demand blood. 

It’s over. She had lost. Misty had played on her arrogance, and she walked right into the trap. All of her planning, outdone by someone she didn’t even think was a player. Donegal’s eyes leaked. There was only one thing left to do. “Please, don’t kill me. I’m sorry.” She dropped to her knees, lowering her head. “Warmonger threatened me. I was too scared to refuse him. He… he…”

She risked a peek up. Lady Darkclaw was bored. “Oh, do shut up,” she said. “Have a little pride, damn it. You made a play, and you lost. Now take your punishment like a woman.” 

Donegal scanned the room, hoping someone, anyone, would be on her side. No one was. Even Warmonger was disgusted with her. “I’ll give you information. I have connections. I know things. Please, we can make a deal.” 

Lady Darkclaw snapped her fingers. “Gag her. We’ll interrogate her later in private.” 

“Wait, I’m not saying anything unless—” A gag was shoved into her mouth, ending Donegal’s complaints. She tried to speak some more but was silenced by a firm glare from Lady Darkclaw. 

“Now, onto the other accused. Warmonger.” The orc raised his head, disdain written on his face. “You killed Augustus Blueworth, Sheriff Feastworth, and tried to incite a riot. How do you plead?” 

“I did it,” Warmonger said shamelessly. “I killed loads more people than that, though not in this city, unless you count people who died because of my actions. The spirits were under my control, as well as the monsters, so I accept the punishment for their actions too.” 

Donegal didn’t understand. What was he hoping to achieve by confessing to everything? He wasn’t even trying to make a deal. Lady Darkclaw snarled at him. “I appreciate your candour, but I have no choice but to sentence you to death.”

“Whatever. It won’t take.” 

“Excuse me.”

“Go ahead. Try to execute me. It doesn’t matter what you do, I’ll be walking out of here in a few days.” Lady Darkclaw narrowed her eyes. Warmonger wasn’t afraid. He was speaking with the absolute certainty of someone who had all the power. “When you know what I do, you're immortal.” 

Donegal tried to make eye contact with him, begging silently. Save me. You love me. Save me, Warmonger. Warmonger didn’t spare her a glance. 

Lady Darkclaw made a sweeping gesture with her hand. “Get them out of my sight.”


Chapter 78: Gretel Alone

Gretel was free. The monsters had released her, and she had no idea why. One minute she was rampaging, unable to fight back. The next, nothing. They retreated into her body, lying dormant within her. She could sense their power within her chest; if they wished, they could dominate her any time they wanted. 

Why did they let me go? Gretel didn’t know where she was. Everything since the cave near Icereach was blurry. She knew she had hurt people, lots of people. She knew she had moved. But that was it. She was in the middle of a field by a river; the crops felt wonderful against her naked skin—her clothes had been destroyed long ago. She didn’t mind. The sun felt warm and pleasant despite the cold air.  

What should I do now? She was naked, didn’t have a wand, and if she tried to use magic normally, the monsters would take control of her again. She racked her brain, desperate to come up with some sort of plan. For years, she had survived as an adventurer. That wouldn’t be possible anymore, not as she was now. Was there anyone who would be willing to help her? 

She thought about her former allies. Bert had left her, so had Azula and everyone else. Caius was captured. She wondered if he was okay. Before she had let them into her, the monsters had tormented him too. He had been their first victim. Perhaps they had tricked him the same way they tricked her, and that’s why he went mad. Maybe he was mad all along. I was mad all along.

The one thing Gretel did know was that she needed to make changes. Her decisions had led her to this life. She became a killer and lost everything. She wept when she thought about all the people she had hurt in her madness. Was there anything she could do to even begin to undo the damage? The idea sounded ridiculous. Mene taught that before forgiveness, one must show contrition. But who could she confess to? She had killed dozens of men, maybe more. Was there anyone who could give her the punishment she deserved? 

The river flowed quickly. It tightened around a bend, then went into a series of rapids with a high bank. She took a step into the water. Here, it felt weak. A few more steps and she’d be swept away. She was exhausted; even standing felt like a task. If she tried to swim…

The monsters inside her stirred. They would take control if she did something stupid. She stepped back, falling onto her ass and wept. She was not free. The monsters had relaxed, but they still owned her. She had fallen into the darkness and would not come out again. 

The moon hung in the sky, Mene’s body visible even in the daytime. Gretel smiled as understanding dawned on her. Mene is punishing me. She’s made my body a prison, and now I can’t even die. Her eyes lulled shut as she descended into a restless sleep. Tears flooded her eyelids as she understood she could never be at peace again. This was her life now. One of constant suffering and misery. 

It was what she deserved.


Chapter 79: Meeting the Competition 

Things had settled down since the riots. The damage to the city was minimal—Donegal wouldn’t want to risk harming her investment—so not much rebuilding was necessary. A few more arrests were made for people linked to Donegal or Warmonger, but no one protested them. As more evidence came out, it became clear to everyone that they had been manipulated into fighting. The animosity didn’t go away overnight, but under Lady Darkclaw’s leadership, things were improving. 

Sharmane decided that it was time to meet Remus’ harem. He’d spoken about his women a few times, praising them and saying how beautiful they were, but she had only met Misty properly so far. She invited Remus and his harem to her place for some drinks. They arrived exactly on time; she had them all sit on the sofa, except Remus, who was too big. He got his own seat. She offered them some lemonade she had made with the lemons that grew in her garden. 

“Your house is lovely,” Iris said, taking it all in. “I’ve never been to a place quite like it.”

“Damn, lemonade is delicious. Why didn’t you give us this the last time we were here?” Misty asked, pouring herself a second glass. 

“I don’t have a lot of lemons,” Sharmane said. “Only special guests get them.” 

“If this is your way of suggesting a threesome, I’m in.” Misty leaned forward, her hand on the table. Sharmane blinked, stunned by her candour. 

Things sure are different in Celestall City.

“Misty, don’t say stuff like that. You’ll embarrass her,” Azula scolded, shooting her a glare. 

“Ha, don’t worry about that. I don’t get embarrassed easily.” Sharmane waved her concerns away. “And it’s not an unappealing offer. When we bathed together, I thought you were hot, but that’s not what I wanted to talk about.” 

“You bathed together?” Azula asked, blushing. 

“Yes, we can do it later if you like. My hot spring is always open to friends,” Sharmane offered, hoping to butter them up. 

“It’s really nice,” Remus said. “It’s so warm and soothing. We played tag while we were there too. It was super fun.”

“You all bathed together.” Iris raised an eyebrow. “How very interesting."

Sharmane didn’t understand what she meant, but she could tell Iris approved. “Yeah, we had fun. Remus is fast for someone so big. And he threw me all by himself. I bet you're a great wrestler.” 

Remus scratched his cheek. “I’ve never wrestled before.”

“Oh.” Sharmane forgot that it was a local tradition. “Right. So then… How did you form your harem?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“When orcs want to impress a lady, they challenge her to a fight to show off their strength. If the woman accepts, and he can beat her, he takes her there and then in front of the audience.” Sharmane smiled wistfully, remembering all the times she had seen her friends lose their virginities. So many fond memories. “We call it a Taming. It’s a wonderful event.”

“In front of the audience,” Azula squeaked. “As in, people watch?” 

“Oh, I see the problem.” Sharmane laughed, slapping her knee. “It’s an invitation-only thing. You go down to the arena and invite who you want to watch. There’s no one there you don’t want to watch you get fucked.” 

Azula covered her face, shaking her head. Misty was beaming, her eyes sparkling. Iris leaned forward, intrigued. “Fascinating,” Iris said. “I’ve heard of exhibitionists before, obviously, but for it to be such a cultural event… it must be exhilarating.” 

“Yeah, I’ve been to a few. It’s a great show, first a good fight then a good fuck, what’s not to like?” 

“We do things differently. When we got together, we never fought,” Remus said. 

“We fought,” Misty said. She put a finger to her lips. “But you didn’t know it was me at the time, then you saved me so I’m not sure if that counts.” 

“We also fought, sort of,” Azula said, moving her hands down from her face. 

“You threw me over your shoulder and took me home against my will, that’s kind of fighting,” Iris said. “You certainly overpowered me. So, in a way, you fought all of us, but it wasn’t related to our getting together. Nonetheless, the show of strength certainly didn’t hurt."

“See.” Sharmane banged her fist against the table proudly. “The exact tradition may not be the same, but all women love the same things. Strong men are the best.” She gave Remus a seductive grin, slowly flexing her muscles. “Although I know some men like strong women...” 

Remus swallowed his drink in a way that looked painful. Iris smirked at him. “Hmm, is that so? Remus, do you like strong women? I know I do.” She put her arm around Azula. Misty pouted, then Iris wrapped an arm around her, making her beam. 

“I’ve never really thought about it…” Sharmane’s grin faltered. “But I suppose I do.” 

“Oooh, those are fighting words,” Misty said, her voice light and full of joy. 

“Now, now, Misty, don’t tease Remus,” Iris said, smirking at her boyfriend. “He’ll make the challenge whenever he’s ready. Although that makes me wonder. You said a man and a woman, what happens if a woman challenges another woman to a fight? If it’s 2 women, then one must always win. Does that mean it’s a guaranteed pairing?” 

Sharmane was impressed by Iris' forwardness. She leaned back, crossing one leg over the other. “It depends on the couple, but… more often than not. Orcs don’t like to waste time; when we see something we like, we take it.” 

“I’m of the same mind,” Iris said, she pulled her fellow harem members closer. Sharmane noticed they were all very intimate with each other. She was glad. A harem with internal conflict would be troublesome. Plus, they were hot. “But we let Remus lead the way. We trust his taste in women. Don’t we?”

Azula looked like she had been in the hot spring too long. She muttered, “Whoever Remus likes... he can have.”

Misty giggled. “Personally, I like to get a taste myself.” She licked her teeth. “But that comes later.”

“How much later?” Sharmane asked, drawn in by her display.

“When she’s ready,” Misty said, giving Iris a pointed look. “All you’ve got to do is ask.” 

“Um, I think Azula’s going to faint,” Remus said, pointing at the red girl. “Are you feeling alright, sweetie?” 

“Yes. Everything is fine,” Azula said. “Like I said, do whatever you want.” 

Remus nodded slowly, looking deep in thought. “Um, is there any way to date a woman without challenging her to a fight?”

Sharmane froze, her mind buffering. “It’s tradition,” she said. She had never once considered that she would date someone who didn’t fight her first. She decided to abandon subtlety. “And dude, if you were to challenge a woman in this village to fight, you’d totally win. I mean, look at you.” 

“I know that.” Sharmane didn’t know if his absolute confidence turned her on or pissed her off. Either way, she wanted to fight him even more. “It’s just kind of weird to hurt a woman I’m interested in.” 

All 3 women on the sofa stared at Remus like he had grown a second head. “Remus, we do BDSM constantly,” Iris said. 

“The other day you slapped my cheeks till they were red while I sucked your cock,” Misty said. 

Damn, that’s hot. Sharmane’s mind instantly conjured the image of the pair engaging in the act. She tightened her legs. 

“Oh, I guess that is kind of similar. I never thought of it that way, because we agreed to do it first, so I knew you enjoyed it.” Remus ran his hand through his hair. “Is that bad?” 

“No,” Iris said firmly. “We’re doing what we enjoy. If everyone involved is having a good time, that’s what matters.” 

“Exactly,” Sharmane said. She coughed into her hand. “What I mean is, the fight doesn’t have to be a drawn-out slugfest. That’s why it’s usually wrestling; the man pins the woman then takes his prize. Everyone knows what they’re getting into, and no one gets hurt… much.” 

“Okay. That makes sense.” Remus’ eyes locked onto hers, burning with a strange intensity she hadn’t seen in them before. “Sharmane, let's wrestle.” 

Sharmane felt her arousal growing. Part of her wanted to tear her clothes off and wrestle him there and then, letting him beat her, then take her while his harem watched. But she pushed those desires down. She would follow the tradition. Now more than ever, it was vital that she did. “I thought you’d never ask.”


Chapter 80: Private Meeting

Alwin was summoned to Lady Darkclaw’s council. With Mayor Donegal removed, she had taken direct control of the city and had held a series of trials. Durz’s trial had resulted in him being sent to the dungeon for life, a show of mercy to prevent inflaming tensions further. Alwin was not going in as a prisoner, although he was unsure how long that would last. Aeaea was at his side, once again proudly naked.  

Oddly, when he arrived, only Lady Darkclaw and Iema were present. Everyone else had been dismissed. Lady Darkclaw’s leg was still in a cast, elevated in front of her. “Alwin, it’s good to see you. I want to start by thanking you for dealing with the monsters under Warmonger’s control,” Lady Darkclaw said, her voice bouncing around the empty room. 

“I was honoured to help, my lady,” Alwin said, bowing awkwardly. He did not like the way Iema was looking at him, like he was a hare and she was a fox. 

“I’m told you made use of a divine artifact to achieve this feat,” Lady Darkclaw said. 

“That is correct,” Aeaea said. “It is currently in the possession of Circe’s temple, being safeguarded in her name.” The staff was one of the few pieces of leverage they had left. Alwin was a criminal, and Lady Darkclaw had an army at her back. If she wanted to, she could take the staff from Alwin, no questions asked. But taking it away from the temple would risk a diplomatic disaster with one of the largest religious organisations in the country, only a short time after her last diplomatic disaster with The Order of the Radiant Night. 

“It is commendable of you to donate something so valuable,” Lady Darkclaw said, making it clear she saw through his ploy but was willing to play along.

“It is the righteous thing to do. Circe will ensure it is used well,” Aeaea said. 

“Naturally.” Lady Darkclaw focused on Alwin. “Regrettably, charitable donations do not absolve you of your crimes. It is known that you killed Lord Bagsworth. Do you deny this?” 

“No, my lady.” Alwin met her gaze. “He was a dog, and he died a dog's death. The world is a better place without him.” 

“He’s got spunk.” Iema laughed loudly, slapping her armoured knee. 

“I met Lord Bagsworth once. I don’t disagree with your assessment of his character.” Lady Darkclaw pursed her lips. “Were there any witnesses to his death?” 

Alwin froze. He didn’t expect her to ask that. “No? But everyone in Lilporch knows I did it.” 

“You told them?” 

“No, but it’s obvious.” 

“So, it’s possible he was killed by a stray monster,” Lady Darkclaw said. “Perhaps you were even trying to save him. It happens more often than you think, especially to lords who don’t have a proper guard.” 

“Happens every year. Usually to unpopular lords,” Iema agreed, nodding solemnly. 

“So,” Lady Darkclaw continued. She smiled at Alwin. “What was your official statement again?” 

Alwin’s mouth went dry. It was obvious what they were implying; what he didn’t understand was why. “What do you want from me?” 

“The staff.” Lady Darkclaw snapped her fingers. Iema opened a scroll, revealing a picture of a shadowy creature and a Nekomi woman next to it. “I want the staff, and I want her.” 

“Who is she?” 

“Her name is Gretel; she’s an adventurer of minor fame. Somehow, she’s taken possession of multiple Stygian, and has been using them to cause havoc. I want her captured, or killed, and the Stygians she possesses brought to me.” Iema handed Alwin the scroll, letting him inspect it in detail. 

“Where is she?” 

“I haven’t seen her since the riot. I believe it was your actions that led to her fleeing the city. For this I thank you, but it is rather inconvenient as I don’t have the manpower to dedicate a team to her capture.” 

“You want me to find her alone?” Alwin asked incredulously.

“I would consider it a personal favour,” Lady Darkclaw said. “And then, in turn, I’d be more likely to want to do you a favour… like ensuring that no one misunderstands what happened with Bagsworth.” 

Alwin’s heart sank as he realised how little control of the situation he had. “How could I possibly track down a monster like that?” 

“Perhaps the temple would be so kind as to lend you their assistance. With the staff, I’m sure an enchanter of your calibre could figure something out.” Lady Darkclaw smiled. “And there would be a reward, of course.” 

“A reward?”

“Naturally. She’s a wanted woman; it’s only natural that her captor is compensated for his efforts.” Lady Darkclaw leaned forward, shadows covering her face. Something in her eyes terrified Alwin. He wanted desperately to refuse her but knew that doing so would land him in a dungeon with no windows for the rest of his life. “So, will you help me?” 

“It would…” Aeaea held his hand, acting as his rock against the storm that was Lady Darkclaw’s machinations. “It would be an honour, my lady.”


Chapter 81: Misty’s Secret

Remus rested in his bed, relaxing. Remus was glad everything was peaceful again. He hated how he kept getting involved in so much chaos. It felt never-ending. He tried so hard to avoid hurting anyone, but everyone else wanted to hurt him. Sometimes you need to fight back. Remus felt blood on his hands. They were perfectly clean, yet he felt compelled to wash them. He went to the basin, giving them a quick scrub. It felt better. For now. 

He heard a knock at his door. He called, “Come in.” 

Misty entered, then grinned at him. “How’d you know it was me?” 

“I didn’t.” 

“But you're naked.” 


“So?” 

Misty stiffened. “Never mind. It’s not important, you do you,” Misty said. She was holding a bag. “I brought some stuff to show you… if now’s a bad time, I can come back later.”

“Now’s good.” Remus sat on the bed, drying his hands. “What is it?” 

Misty’s breathing sped up as she slipped a notebook out of the bag. Remus watched as she opened it, flicking through the pages rapidly until she came to a picture of him. He was naked in it, and the proportions were a little off, but it was definitely him. “Huh?” 

“You don’t like it?” Misty’s voice was tiny. 

“I like it,” Remus said, gently taking the notebook. “I just don’t know when you drew this, or should I say how you drew this. I never posed for you.”

“I did it from memory. Lucky for me, I can picture your huge, pendulous dick whenever I want,” Misty said, trying to pass it off as a joke. Remus could tell this meant a lot to her. 

“It’s amazing. I can’t believe this is from memory.” He traced the contours of his face in the picture. It felt odd praising a picture of himself. Vain. “It’s so detailed.”

Misty’s beaming smile was infectious. “Well, I totally struggled to get the jawline right. But I think I got the basic idea.” 

“It’s great.” 

“Hehe.” Misty leaned against him. “Turn the page. Check out the next one.” Remus did as she asked, seeing a picture of just his head and torso. “I wanted to get the abs just right.” 

“You did. It’s like looking in a mirror.” 

“A sexy mirror.” 

“How can a mirror be sexy?” 

“Don’t worry about it. What matters is: I showed you these, and you liked them.”

“I do.” 

“Good.” Misty tucked a hair behind her ear with a nervous grin. “Would it be okay if I drew you sometime? I mean, like... you model for me so I can see what I’m drawing. I bet I’d do way better if I had an actual model.” 

“You’ve never had anyone model for you before? Why?” 

“I guess I was embarrassed. I thought they might not like what I made, then they’d be all angry and stuff, and I’d look totally dumb.” 

“I’d never be angry at you, Misty,” Remus said, wrapping an arm around her. Misty nodded, looking down at the notebook. Remus flipped through a few more pages, complimenting the various pictures. They all seemed to be of him. Misty explained that she drew other stuff in her other notebooks, but he was her muse. Remus felt oddly flattered. 

“I’m not like some crazy stalker who only ever thinks about you.”

“Okay. I wouldn’t mind either way; you can draw whatever you want,” Remus said. He paused at a picture of what he guessed was his own ass. “I won’t lie, I have no idea if this is accurate or not.” 

“Why don’t you stand up so I can see?” Remus did as she asked. Misty spanked him, making him jump. “Oh yeah, that’s the good stuff.” 


“I can model now, if you like?” 

“Now?” Misty stood up, knocking the bag onto the ground. “I don’t have my pencils, or any of my other stuff.”

“Go get them. Unless you want to do something else…”

“No, um, I’ll be right back.” Misty picked up the bag, rushing to the door. She slipped through it, trying to avoid opening it all the way for some reason. Remus sat down, then saw her head poking around the corner. “Remus?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Thank you.” 

“For what?” 

“Just… thank you.” She slipped out again, closing the door with a click. Remus felt his hands again. 

It was worth it.


Chapter 82: Ennobled 

Sharmane agreed to go to the victory ceremony Lady Darkclaw held. It was an important day as it showed the cooperation between their 2 peoples. It was also boring as hell. She kept thanking people Sharmane had never heard of and giving them trinkets. Sharmane knew enough about how nobles functioned to know this was important, but it didn’t make it any more interesting. 

Eventually, she got to Remus. “And for Sir Remus and his companions, who once again answered the call to duty,” Lady Darkclaw said. “I bequeath to you Prominence Manor and the surrounding estate. May you use it well.” 

“Thank you, Darkclaw,” Remus said, forgetting his manners. He didn’t even bow. 

He’s hopeless, Sharmane thought. Fortunately, his harem knew what to do; they bowed and thanked her with her full title before moving back. Lady Darkclaw smiled wryly, then moved on. Sharmane chuckled as Remus took his seat beside her. 

“The woman gives you a mansion, and that’s your reaction,” she whispered. They were in the front row with dozens of knights and important people behind them. 

“What? I said thanks.” Remus shrugged, politely clapping at the next part. 

“You must be a nightmare to buy for.” Sharmane gave Iris a pointed look; she nodded, confirming her fears. Sharmane was glad all the same. Remus having an estate in the city would encourage him to stay longer, which was no doubt Darkclaw’s plan. She wanted to have a powerful ally to protect it for her without needing to pay him a retainer. 

“And finally, I would like to bring attention to Sharmane, who ensured that the riot Warmonger tried to instigate ended before it could begin,” Darkclaw said, drawing Sharmane’s attention. “Please come up here.” 

Sharmane joined her on the stage, seeing the mixed reactions of the audience. Even now, not all the dark elves welcomed her, and while the orcs had sided with her, ultimately not all of them were pleased with her actions. 

“Sharmane fought for me not out of obligation, but out of a sense of moral duty to protect this city. In days gone by, the Spirit-Whisperer clan managed this city in my name. I think recent issues show that no one person can truly represent this city. As such, I am making a proposal. In 10 days, I will be overseeing the next mayoral election for the Abre side of this city. But for the Ghastlite district, I am offering Sharmane the opportunity to take the same deal the Spirit-Whisperers once accepted. To be made a lady and given control over the entire Ghastlite district. Do you accept, Sharmane?” 

Sharmane understood her plan immediately. If she tried to elect a single ruler, then inevitably one side would be dissatisfied. Forming a council would only water down the issue. So, she would split the city into 2 districts officially, thus allowing a degree of self-determination. This seemed a good deal, but more importantly for her, it meant that both sides would be subordinate to her. It was no coincidence that she chose to make her offer publicly, in front of everyone. If Sharmane were to refuse, she would appear rude and selfish. Lady Darkclaw was more manipulative than she let on. 

Still, it’s the best offer we’re going to get. I’ll negotiate further later. Sharmane made a show of bowing to Lady Darkclaw. She would not kneel to her, but a bow was acceptable. “I am honoured, Your Ladyship. I accept the title with humility.” 

“It brings me great joy to unite our people once more.” Lady Darkclaw drew her ceremonial sword, holding it aloft so that it sparkled in the sunlight. “I name you Lady Sharmane Stonefist. May your family rule this land forevermore.” She tapped the sword on Sharmane’s right shoulder. “Our families are now united and shall fight side by side. Our blood will spill as one. Our joy shall be shared as one. Your enemies shall be my enemies, and my enemies shall be your enemies. Arise, Lady Stonefist, the first of your name.” Sharmane noticed she altered it slightly, not directly calling Sharmane a servant as she would have with a knight. A small concession, perhaps? It was more symbolic than anything else, but still a good sign. Sharmane would be able to work with her. 

Sharmane stood, turning to face the crowd. Even now, she was met with a mixed reaction. Fixing things would take time. Accepting the title was not without consequences. There would be those who thought she discarded her pride for power, choosing titles over meaningful change. Sharmane would have no choice but to prove them all wrong. “Thank you, Lady Darkclaw. Together, we shall preserve the traditions of the Ghastlite and lead them into a new golden age!” She raised her fist, the orcs in the crowd mimicking the gesture. Remus was the first non-orc to do so, followed by his harem. 

Lady Darkclaw then copied the gesture, her men following along with varying degrees of reluctance. This is only the beginning.


Chapter 83: Warm Up

The Ghastlite arena was ancient. Sharmane had no idea how old it was. It had long since been covered in dirt; the seats had a layer of grass growing over them. The only new part was the attached preparation room. It was a wooden shack with a few benches to sit and change into appropriate clothes. Traditionally, both wrestlers change together, alongside any existing relationship members. 

“I picked oil wrestling; you’ll like it. It’s the least violent type of fight, no punches, kicks, broken bones or anything. All you’ve got to do is pin me to the ground,” Sharmane explained as she stripped out of her clothes. Remus was doing the same across from her. Oil wrestling was traditionally done in only a bikini for women and shorts for men. “Now, let’s get oiled up.”

Iris and Azula got to work greasing Remus up, his bulging muscles glistening everywhere they touched him. Misty approached Sharmane with a big, dopey grin. “Want me to oil your back?” 

“In my culture, being oiled by someone is a sign of the greatest respect.” Sharmane raised her arms. “I’d be honoured to have your hands on my body, if that is your wish.” 

“Okay!” Misty’s excitement was palpable as she started massaging oil into Sharmane’s breasts. Sharmane was touched that she took the tradition so seriously, ensuring every inch of her was coated in a thick layer of oil. 

Maybe she’s enjoying this for more reasons than camaraderie. Sharmane smirked, seeing the faint blush on Misty’s cheeks. She knew they’d get along well once they were in Remus’ harem together. We’re definitely having a threesome.

“Alright, and you mentioned inviting friends to watch…” Remus said, raising his arms to let his harem work. 

Sharmane grunted. “Yeah, you said you didn’t mind how many I invited, right?” 

“Yeah…”

“Relax, they’re all women. I figured men might make you feel awkward. They’re my friends, so they’ll be nice because they know I’m rooting for you to win,” Sharmane explained. She had entertained the idea of letting Remus win but decided against it. While lots of women did let men win when they liked them, it went against tradition. Now that she was officially Warlady, she wanted everything to be as traditional as possible. She had faith that Remus would triumph. 

“So, where do you guys have sex?” Iris asked. “In here?” 

Sharmane barked with laughter. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s a warm day. We’ll do it in the arena so everyone can see. If you're uncomfortable being cuckqueans; I recommend you leave when Remus pins me.” 

“Cuckqueans?” Azula asked. She was slathering Remus’ cock with oil under his shorts.

“Yes. I understand if it’s not something you're into, but traditionally Remus would mock his current conquests and shame the audience to show his dominance.” Misty was down to Sharmane’s ass, her hands sliding across her cheeks to her crack. 

“Oh no, we have to watch Remus have sex with a beautiful woman,” Iris said sarcastically. “I think I’ll be okay.” 

“I’ll do it… if it’s what Remus wants,” Azula said, her arousal palpable. 

“I’m into it. I’m a total cuckquean,” Misty said, slapping Sharmane’s ass playfully. “But I warn you, I’ll return the favour someday.”

“That’s the spirit.” Sharmane slapped Misty on the back. “So, Remus, what do you say?”

“I’ve never done anything like that before. But if everyone’s into it, I’ll give it a try. Maybe it’ll be fun.” Sharmane bit her lip. She knew she was going to love it. “Alright, I think I’m fully oiled now. Thanks Azula. Thanks Iris.” 

“Me too. I’ll take it from here, Misty. You’ve done a fine job preparing my body.” Misty smiled, stepping away. “Go up to the stands and prepare to watch your man wrestle me. If he wins, then soon we’ll be a part of the same harem.” 

They left, leaving Remus and Sharmane alone together. Sharmane sat on a bench, closing her eyes. “Nervous?” Remus asked. 

“Excited,” Sharmane said. “I was beginning to think I’d never meet a man strong enough to beat me.”

Remus sat next to her. “Can I ask for one thing?” 

“Go for it.” They’d gone over limits the night before, and ensured they both knew what was coming. Remus had been very agreeable to Sharmane’s requests. 

“Can we kiss now, before we go out?” Remus blushed as he scratched his sideburn. “I want our first to be private, you know?” 

“It goes against tradition…”

“I understand.” Sharmane pressed her lips against his own. Her heart swelled as they touched. Remus’ eyes widened in shock before he returned the kiss in earnest. He was good at it; the feeling of their lips against each other had Sharmane excited for what was to come. “Um, thank you.” 

“Don’t tell anyone outside the harem. I’ve got a reputation to maintain. Now get out there, I’ve got some last-minute details to take care of.” Remus nodded with a confused grin, making his way outside. Sharmane grabbed the oil again, remembering what her friends had told her after their fights. You can never have too much oil.


Chapter 84: Oil Wrestling 

Sharmane’s heart hammered in her chest. She walked into the arena, feeling the hard dirt beneath her bare feet. In the stands, she saw Remus’ harem as well as her friends. In her excitement, she had gone a little mad with the invites; she wanted it to be a day to remember. Some women only invited 1 or 2 friends or even did it in private; Sharmane invited 26 women, not including Remus’ harem. They cheered when she entered, whooping and hollering at the sight of her. She posed for the audience, showing off the muscles she had worked so hard to develop. 

“Kick his ass!” Gorra shouted. 

Sharmane laughed boisterously. “Only if he’s too weak to handle me.” For the event, 2 lines had been drawn on the ground in green paint. The match didn’t begin until the challenged party crossed her line. Remus was waiting behind his line, his expression placid. One would think he was waiting for a carriage, not a life-defining battle. “At least get into a stance.”

She took her position across from him, holding her hands out at the ready. “Okay.” Remus’ stance was a mess. For the first time, it occurred to Sharmane that Remus might not know how to wrestle. 

Please be good. She stepped over the line, lowering her centre of gravity and attempting a tackle. Remus flowed around her like a leaf in the wind. He grabbed her from behind, throwing her to the ground. Oh shit, he’s really good. Did he do a bad stance on purpose?

Sharmane rolled away before he could pin her. She wanted to lose, but if she lost too quickly, it’d be embarrassing. She got into a sumo stance, waiting for his next move. He pounced, but this time she was ready. She activated her Cursed Mark, throwing him over her shoulder and across the arena. Remus caught himself in a shocking display of agility, rushing back towards her. 

“You're good at this,” Sharmane said, catching his hands in hers. Her Cursed Mark gave her the edge, making his legs buckle. “But not good enough.”

“This was just the warmup.” Fur sprang to life on his body as he grew bigger. Sharmane tried to push back, but his strength kept growing until her legs buckled. Abandoning the hold, she tried to sweep his legs. 

Thud.

She tried to sweet his legs. She might as well have kicked a tree trunk. He grinned at her animalistically, lifting her into the air. He pulled her into a bear hug. Sharmane struggled as he fell to the ground, pinning her. The crowd started chanting. She had 3 seconds to break free. “3.” 

His hold was too strong. She changed tactics, releasing her Cursed Mark to slim down and using her oiled body to slip out of his grip. “2.” She got away. Before Remus could make a move, she grabbed his arm, twisting it behind his back and pinning him to the ground. 

“Restart the count. This time I’m winning!”  


“3.” She pushed down on his arm hard, threatening to pop it out of its socket. Excitement coursed through her veins as she forgot the goal of the match. Fighting a worthy opponent was too fun! “2.” 

Remus pounced into the air, dragging her with him. Her leverage was ruined, letting him break free. In mid-air he grabbed her, pulling her into a full nelson. When he landed, he pressed her face into the dirt, growling into her ear. “It’s my win.” 

“3.” 

“Don’t get cocky.” She used her full strength, but Remus swept her legs, keeping her on the back foot. 

“2.” 

I can get out of this. She elbowed him in the chest. He grunted but didn’t react. I can still win.

“1.” 

I can’t win. Her attempts to break free were futile. His hold was too good, and he was too strong. Sharmane was beaten. This is amazing. Sharmane grinned viciously, struggling to the end. It had been so long since a man had been able to beat her 1-on-1. No tricks, no magic. Just pure brute strength and martial arts skill. She wanted to fight him again. She wanted to fight him in dozens of ways, testing his strength against hers in every way she could think of. But first, there was something else she wanted to do. Sharmane had heard her friends talk about how arousing wrestling could be before, but she never believed them. She didn’t feel a thing in any of her previous fights. 

Now she understood. 

“0.”


Chapter 85: The Trophy

“Alright, you’ve won, Big Guy. Now, remember what I said: I want it rough. No pussyfooting about, make me your bitch in front of all these women,” Sharmane said, wiggling her butt at Remus’ crotch. She pulled the string of her bottom, peeling it off and discarding it, letting her bare ass rub against his shorts. Her top followed shortly after. 

Remus got off her, seeing her disappointment as he did so. She twisted around; her glistening breasts exposed to his sight. He slapped her across the face. Sharmane gasped, her disappointment morphing into arousal. “The conquered don’t give orders.” It was an orcish saying. Saying it had the desired effect. Sharmane crawled forward, swaying her hips sensually. 

“All they can do is obey,” Sharmane said, finishing the saying. She rested her head against Remus’ thigh, nuzzling it with her oiled cheek. “You’re right, Superior. I can’t do anything but obey you; my virginity belongs to you.” 

Remus growled at the thought. He loved normal sex, but there was something about claiming a new slut that had him extra hard. He spared the audience a glance, seeing he had their undivided attention. Misty was rubbing her clit openly; she waved when she noticed Remus could see her. He smirked as he pulled down his shorts. Sharmane gaped at his size. 

“You're a grower? Fuck me, I didn’t think cocks got that big!”

Remus never got tired of having his body praised by sluts, especially his cock. “Kiss it.” 

Sharmane nodded, lowering her gaze. “Yes, Superior.” She placed her lips against the tip, her soft pads pressing against it. “It is an honour to kiss the cock that is going to take my virginity.” 

“We’re putting on a show for my cuckqueans.” He picked Sharmane up by her legs, holding her upside down with her legs over his shoulders. “Let’s get you warmed up.” 

“Go ahead. Use me however you want. You’ve beaten me. I’m inferior. I belong to you now.” Remus slapped her with his cock. 

“This goes both ways, inferior. Suck it.” Sharmane gasped as he slid his tongue across her slit. Remus had a lot of practice pleasing women this way; he knew that he couldn’t do the same thing for everyone. He had a hunch that Sharmane would enjoy the direct approach. He lapped at her clit hard and fast, while his lips ran over her own. The result was even better than he hoped. Sharmane’s juices flowed freely, filling his senses with the scent and taste of her arousal. Sharmane made her move on his cock. She wrapped her hand around it surprisingly delicately, guiding it towards her lips. Her thick lips felt pillowy soft as they embraced him. Her movements were uncertain, testing as she got her first taste of cock. She flicked her tongue across the tip, making him twitch. Encouraged by this, she did it again, tonguing him for all she was worth. She got wetter as she went. “This is turning you on, isn’t it? You like sucking my cock while everyone watches.” 

“I do,” Sharmane said, planting a heavy kiss on the side. “It’s shameful and humiliating, but that makes it so much better. I’ve dreamt about this for so long and I’m so glad it’s you dominating me. Your cock is so huge, I can’t believe that soon it’s going to be inside me! Will it even fit?” 

“It will if we prepare you right.” Remus snaked his tongue into her pussy, flicking it about. She was tight, her walls clinging to the edges of his tongue. The idea of his cock fitting inside her was hard to imagine. He kept eating her out, taking his time to draw out the moment. He could feel that Sharmane was close, but he didn’t want to rush it. This was her first time; he wanted it to be memorable. A vain part of him also wanted to put on a good show for his audience; he had never had so many people—including near strangers—watch him before. It awoke in him a desire to show off, to perform at a level beyond what they had ever seen so that they’d be eternally envious of Sharmane for getting to be his bitch. 

“Your superior tongue feels so good,” Sharmane cooed, struggling to keep up her sucking. His cock slipped out of her mouth. She moaned, still holding it but lost in her bliss. “I think I’m going to cum.” 

“You will.” Remus kicked things into high gear. Sharmane’s pussy tensed and her body quaked; he knew she was cumming. Remus kept pleasuring her throughout, driving her ecstasy to ever greater heights. The sound of her moans was music to his ears. He spun her around as he ate her, giving everyone a view of her as she orgasmed. 

“Fuck yes. Work that tongue. Show me the heaven only you can provide.” She squeezed her legs around his head, the oiled thighs slick against his cheeks. When he was done, Remus lowered her to the ground, seeing the cum-giddy expression on her face. “You're good at that, Stud.” 

“I know.” Remus squatted over her, so his cock was hovering above her face. “You didn’t finish the job.” 

“I tried, but you were too good. I lost myself.” Her grin turned challenging. “But I’m not done yet. I’ll suck your soul out of you!” 

Remus slapped both her cheeks with his cock. “You’ll try. Let’s see if you can keep your promises.” Sharmane got onto her knees, her head level with Remus’ cock. 

“I will.” She kissed his cock again. Then she spat on it, leaving a thick wad of saliva dripping down the side. “You’ve shown me euphoria, now it’s time for me to do the same.” She opened her mouth wide, sticking her tongue out. She kept her hands behind her back as she impaled herself on his dick until he reached her throat. He felt it squeeze around him, then relax, letting him in. 

“You’ve trained your throat,” Remus said. His cock made her throat bulge around him. “All this to be a better cunt for me. I’m impressed.” 

Sharmane gave him a challenging look, as if to say: you’ve not seen anything yet. 

Then he saw why. She threw herself back until he was all but out of her mouth, then plunged down again. She repeated this, maintaining a brutal pace. Every time she did, her throat welcomed him back. Spit flew from her mouth, dribbling down her chin onto her oiled breasts as she impaled herself ruthlessly. Her throat twitched and spasmed around him, giving a wonderfully unpredictable sensation. He never knew what was going to come next as she fucked herself. 

His eyes were drawn to her swaying tits. Every movement was exaggerated; the glistening orbs irresistible in the evening light. She wrapped her arms around him, clutching his ass for better leverage. “Fuck, you weren’t kidding. Keep going like that, I’ll cum down your throat.” 

This spurred her on. He felt her moaning on his cock, showing how much she loved serving him in this way. Tears were streaming down her face, but she only got rougher and faster, her face now covered in sloppy spit. Remus let himself go, his cock twitching as she worked him relentlessly. He came into her throat. She swallowed, but kept up her work, even as the cum flooded her mouth. Her attempts to keep up were valiant, but she didn’t count on Remus cumming so much. His cum dribbled down her spit-covered chin and onto her boobs, marking her as his property for all to see. 

When he was done, Sharmane held her mouth open, displaying his cum obediently. Remus knew she wouldn’t swallow until given permission. “Play with it,” he ordered. “Put on a show for our audience.” 

He moved so everyone could see as she blew bubbles and swirled her tongue around. She licked up the cum on her face, spilling more in her desperation to save it. It was a degrading sight; her arousal at the act unmistakable. 

“Swallow.” Her cheeks bulged as she closed her mouth, then took the whole load down her throat. 

“Fuck me sideways, I didn’t know men made that much cum,” Sharmane said, panting for breath. She licked her chin clean, then got to work cleaning her tits. 

“Most don’t,” Misty shouted from the sidelines. “Our Remus is special.” 

Sharmane glanced at the audience. His whole harem was masturbating now, rubbing their clits and fingering their holes shamelessly. Even Azula had got in on the fun, although she was blushing and trying to hide it. Not that there was any reason to. Everyone in the audience was touching themselves. Sharmane’s friends had their legs spread proudly, their fingers plunging into their holes as they loudly moaned. Remus felt a swelling of pride at the sight; all these women were aroused by him. He was the driving force behind their desire. 

“You are special; most men can’t get the whole audience going like this,” Sharmane said, having finished eating her prize. “And you’ve not even taken my virginity yet.” Sharmane sat back, with her legs spread wide open, showing off her tight slit. Remus’ cock returned to full mast, eager to claim his trophy. “How do you want me?” 

“On all fours, like a bitch.” Sharmane literally flipped herself around, waving her thick ass at him. 

“That’s the spirit. You’ve beaten me, so now you can shame me. That’s how a real man fucks.” She spanked herself. “Take it. Take the hole that I’ve promised to you. Show everyone your virility.” 

Remus picked up her legs, aiming his cock at her gash. Sharmane grinned, holding herself up by her arms. “This.” He shifted his hips, rubbing his cock up and down her slit. “Belongs to me now. Understood?” 

“You’ve got to claim it first. It’s not yours until you make me cum with that huge cock of yours.” Sharmane twisted to give herself another spank while holding herself up with only one hand. “I’ve still got my pride. I won’t be your bitch until you break it entirely.” Remus pressed his cock against her entrance, feeling the resistance. Sharmane sucked in a tight breath. “Don’t hold back. Take me. Make me yours.” Remus pushed inside her, feeling her walls clinging to him like a vice. “Fuck, it’s huge.”

“That’s only the tip.” 

“Huh?” Sharmane looked back in shock. “Ancestors! You’ll destroy me.” She pushed herself back, spreading herself open to welcome him. “Do it. Destroy me. Make it so no other man can even dream of satisfying me.” 

Remus moved slowly at first, giving her time to adjust. She was tight but soaking wet, so he was able to slide in and out without issue. Sharmane’s moans and groans were loud and clear. Her lack of experience meant she struggled to take something so big. “Having trouble, my little inferior slut?” 

“I am,” Sharmane said, her voice filled with pain and pleasure. “It feels so good, but it's so big. Fuck, how can your women handle this? They’re tiny compared to me.” 

Remus smirked, squeezing her thighs. “Maybe they’re just tougher than you.” 

Sharmane glared back at him. “We’ll see about that.” She forced herself back, taking half his member. She groaned, then pushed again, taking him deeper still. “Give it to me. Stop holding back. I want to feel your full strength!” 

“You asked for it.” Remus sped up, going deeper with each thrust. The effect was immediate; Sharmane’s moans grew so loud they bounced around the arena. Her wetness dripped down his shaft and off his balls, pooling on the ground beneath them. Remus kept going, pushing her to her limit. 

“I’m—” Sharmane cut herself off with a growl, her arms wobbling as she squirted on his cock, her cunt clamping down on him. Remus ploughed harder, feeling her accept more of him now that she had cum. 

“Do it. Cum on my cock. Show everyone who’s claimed you. I want everyone to see that I’m the man who beat you.” 

“I… I…” Sharmane squirted again. Still recovering from the last orgasm, she fell face first into the dirt while he used her, her strength spent. “It’s too much. Don’t you dare stop. Fuck, I can’t take it, but I want it to go on forever. I love this so fucking much. Yes!” 

She babbled; her body wracked with bliss. Remus dropped her legs, putting her in a pose on her knees with her head down. This freed his hands, letting him grip her ass. It was tough but had enough fat to sink his fingers into as he pounded her. The change of position meant he was hitting new spots, exploring her insides thoroughly. “Who does this hole belong to?” 

“You! You’ve claimed me, you’ve broken me. My pride is shattered; I could never hope to resist this cock. I’m addicted to you; my body craves you. I’ll never forget this feeling; I’ll never stop craving you. I. Am. Yours!” She squirted again. He was shafted fully inside her, able to feel the full extent of her insides. Remus spanked her, the cracking sound reverberating around him. The acoustics of the arena meant that the audience could hear every word and every smack of flesh. 

He spared his cuckqueans a glance, relishing the feeling of power. “Strip and spread yourselves for me,” he ordered them on a whim. “I want to see you get off to me using another bitch.” 

Dominating Sharmane had him riding high, but he wanted more. He wanted his whole harem to submit to him as he used her. They obeyed without a moment's hesitation, discarding their clothes like they were made of fire—even Azula, her embarrassment overpowered by her submissiveness. Remus spanked Sharmane again as they spread themselves open, Iris going as far as to spread her lips to show off the hole he owned. 

“We’re yours, Alpha,” Misty cooed, massaging her tit with her free hand. “We all belong to you.” 

“We’re good bitches,” Azula said. She spanked her pussy. 

“We’re yours,” Iris said, squeezing her boob. 

“That’s right.” Remus absentmindedly noted that the other women in the audience had obeyed his command. He hadn’t even been thinking about them, but they submitted all the same. A wall of naked masturbating sluts was presented to him, their arousal at his actions driving them. “Look.” Remus picked up Sharmane, holding her in a full nelson as he jackhammered into her pussy. “See that. All these women are obeying me. You should be grateful I chose your cunt to get off with.”

Sharmane gasped. “I am. I’m so grateful. Your cock is so fucking good, and I know I don’t deserve it. I’m inferior. You're so much stronger than me, and so dominant. I’m inferior and I love it. Everyone, watch as he makes me his bitch. Watch this inferior slut get off on being dominated by a stronger man. I’m so glad he chose me to be his bitch. I know he can have any woman he wants, and he already has such beautiful sluts dedicated to his cock; being one of them makes me so happy.” 

Remus felt his orgasm approaching. Everyone wanted him, and he knew it. Now he was going to show them why. He flooded Sharmane’s cunt, filling her to the brim and then some. When she couldn’t take anymore it sprayed out around his cock, her stomach bulging from how full she was. Sharmane cried out in joy as he pumped her full. “Mine.” 

“Yours. I’m yours.” Remus put her down. As soon as his cock left her, his cum sprayed out onto the ground like a hose. Sharmane pouted. “No, my cum.” She caught it in her hands, slurping it up desperately. “I need it. It tastes so good.” Remus paused, taking a moment to admire the sight of her drinking the cum from her own pussy. “My pussy's so big. Look.” 

She was gaping open, her cunt overflowing with his cum. “It’s what I do. Being my bitch means having a gaped cunt.” 

“Hehe, I love it.” She traced her fingers around the edges to get more jizz. 

Her expression was one of rapture; everything she did was driven by pure need. “Don’t forget your manners, slut.” 

“Ha. Yes, sorry, Superior.” Sharmane prostrated herself, getting more dirt on her face and in her hair. “Thank you for using my inferior cunt.”

“Good slut.” He put his foot on her head, pressing it into the dirt. “Your oily tits look delicious.” 

Sharmane wiggled her ass. “They’re yours. All of me belongs to you,” she said, her face still pressed into the ground. “If you want to fuck my fat titties, just say the word.” 

Remus removed his foot, letting her look up at him. Her face was dirty; the oil mixed with the mud on her skin. But her tits were still glistening with oil. His cock hardened. “Tit-fuck me. Show me the value of those sacks of fat on your chest.”

Sharmane pushed her hair out of her face, licking her lips. “As you wish.” She moved forward on her knees, keeping herself beneath him. She held up her boobs, emphasising their size. “Thank you for letting me service you with my titties, Superior.” The feeling of her tits enveloping his cock was transcendent. They were so soft and yielding, the oil making them slippery at the same time. His own cock was still wet with their combined cum, making for an interesting mix. “Do they feel good?” 

“They feel great.” Remus twitched between her boobs. She hefted them back and forth, enveloping his cock so only the tip peeked out when she went down. When it did, she licked it, her long tongue flicking across the sensitive glans. 

“I want your cum,” she said, between slurps of his cock. “I want it in my mouth. I want it in my cunt. I want it on my skin. I’d bathe in it if I could.” 

Remus groaned, picturing the scene. It was tempting to make her desire come true, but even his loads had limits. “You have to earn it.” 

“I know. Cum from such a great man is a rare treat; it can’t be wasted. We inferiors have to serve you selflessly.” She spat on the tip, hoovering it up with her lips. “You can slap me more, if you want.” The hint was clear. Remus slapped her cheek, making her grin ferally. “There’s no need to be so gentle. I’m your bitch, slap me as hard as you want. Punish me for ever thinking we could be equals.” He slapped her again, hard enough to make her cheek turn red. “Ha. Yes. This is what I deserve. I’m a slap-slut who gets off on being slapped while she serves her better’s dick with her fat, worthless tits.” 

Remus slapped her other cheek. “I decide what’s worthless. And these tits—” he grabbed the hunks of flesh “—are not worthless. They’re my possessions.” 

“Yes. You're right, that was stupid of me to forget. Punish me for being so dumb that I dared insult your property.” Remus slapped her again, then changing tactics he grabbed her nipples, tugging on them as he thrust between her breasts. She squealed animalistically, her hips thrusting with desire. “Yes! This is what I crave. This is what I deserve.” 

“You deserve what I say you deserve.” He twisted, earning another enthusiastic squeal. “I own you.” 

“You do. You always will. A slut like me can’t resist your cock. Serving you is the greatest feeling ever. I never want to stop!” Remus released her sore tits, slapping her again. Her cheeks were turning red from the strikes, just the way she liked. She took his tip in her mouth, sucking so hard her cheeks caved in. 

“Keep going. I’m going to cum soon.” That lit a fire under her. Her movements became erratic as her desire overtook her. Passion beat technique; her drive to get his cum was overwhelming. The strength of the suction tugged the cum out of him, making him spray into her eager mouth. “I’m cumming. Here’s your reward!” 

His cum shot was as big as ever. The deluge overflowed her mouth and sprayed against her face. Cum dripped down her cheeks, but more was soon added; the constant onslaught was more than she could handle. She gulped it down, slurping up every drop she could get her hands on, even as more ropes hit her skin. When he was done, every inch of her face was covered in a sea of white. She grinned through it and said, “Thank you for the reward.”

Remus pulled back, wiping the last droplets onto her tits. “Clean yourself up. We’re not done yet.”

“You want more?” Sharmane laughed. “Stud doesn’t cover it. Your stamina is ridiculous.” She got to work, scooping up cum with her palm and vacuuming it up with her lips. She moaned lewdly with each drink, her body coming alive with pleasure. When she was done, she licked her own tits. “Ha, so good.” She looked up at him, covered in oil, dirt and cum, both his and her own. She was beautiful. So filled with life and vigour. “How do you want me next, Superior?” 

Moans of pleasure filled the arena. The brief respite let Remus realise how many of their voyeurs had orgasmed watching them. This didn’t discourage them; none had stopped their self-pleasure. They were watching with rapt attention, waiting to hear what debauchery they would see next. 

Sharmane rolled over, spreading her butt cheeks to show off her tight asshole. “It’s said that a man cannot claim to have dominated a woman fully until he has tasted all of her holes.” Her rosebud pulsed, glistening in the light. “The asshole is the most shameful hole. If you were to take my anal virginity, it’d be symbolic of your conquering me entirely. It just so happened that prior to coming out here, I oiled it up…” 

Remus loomed over her. He spat on her asshole, making her shiver as it trailed down her crack. “If you want me to take your asshole, to conquer you entirely…” He rested his cock between her cheeks, letting them close around him. He ground back and forth. “... You’ve got to beg.” 

“You think I’ll beg you to shame me in front of all these people? My friends I’ve had for years and your harem?” Sharmane panted. His cock was rubbing her asshole as he fucked her cheeks, teasing her with what’s to come. 

“I do. I know you will,” Remus growled. He spanked her ass, watching it shudder around him. “Go ahead, try to resist. I know you’ll give in. Do you know why?” 

Sharmane bit her lip, tears forming in her eyes. “Why?” 

“Because this is who you are. You’ve spent your whole life dreaming that someday you’d find a man like me. One bigger than you. One stronger than you. One who could put you in your place: beneath me. You know I’m right.” Remus smacked her ass again, hard enough to leave a handprint. Rubbing against her ass felt good; it felt even better knowing how it was affecting her. She was sensitive. “Give in. Surrender to me.” 

Sharmane trembled, tears falling down her cheeks. Remus knew she loved what he was saying; she loved being humiliated in front of so many people. “P-please…” She was facing the audience, the women staring at her as she spoke. 

Remus grabbed a handful of her hair, yanking it back. “What was that, cunt? I couldn’t hear you.” 

“Please…” she said louder. Everyone could hear her now. Remus kept a hold of her hair as he used her. “Please, fuck my ass. I want you to take my final virginity. I know it’s going to feel so good, and that’s all I care about. Your cock is so huge it’ll leave me a gaping mess; you’ve ruined my cunt now ruin my asshole!” 

“Pathetic.” Remus did as she asked, penetrating her asshole. The crowd roared with approval as he slipped inside her, taking her final virginity. The only sound louder was Sharmane’s howls of joy. She came straight away, crying out as her ass clamped around his dick. 

“Yes. I’m yours. My ass belongs to you, all of me belongs to you.” Remus pulled her back by her hair, grabbing her tits and kneading them as he slammed into her. Every thrust made her ass cheeks quake; her body submitting to him. “Everyone watch. I’ve been beaten. Remus’ superior cock has made me his bitch, turning every part of me into a toy for his pleasure. I’m so happy.” 

Tears were streaming down her cheeks; her tongue hung out of her mouth. Remus squeezed her tits as he used her ass. “She’s mine now. This is what I do to sluts,” he growled, looking at his harem of cuckqueans. They were laser-focused on him, radiating desire. Misty had a finger in her ass, showing her submission. “She is mine. As of right now, she’s a trophy in my harem.”

“A trophy. Yes, I’ll be a good trophy. You can show me off whenever you want. I’ll be a good slut and do whatever you say, I’ll be so obedient to you.” Her ass clamped down on his cock. “Hurt me more, please, Superior. I want everyone to see how good a masochist I am!” 

Remus was happy to comply. He tugged on her nipples, pulling them to their limit. He twisted them harshly, fucking her harder than ever. Feeling a sudden urge, he bit her neck, tasting the oil on it. 

Sharmane arched back. “Yes. Bite me. Mark me as your bitch for everyone to see.” 

Remus grabbed her hips, gripping them tight enough to hurt. He was done with the warmup. He pulled out all the way, then slammed in, forcing her to adjust to his side. She gasped at the sudden change. He did it again. And again. Every time she gasped, her eyes bugged as her ass was used brutally. She grabbed her own tits, rubbing them. “You like this, don’t you?” 

“It’s so intense. So good.” Remus rubbed her clit as he took her ass, doubling the sensations. Sharmane’s composure collapsed; she squeezed her tits so hard they were crushed. “I’m cumming.” 

She was reaching the point of exhaustion. Sweat dripped from her body as Remus made her feel good again and again. Every time she came, she cried out, announcing to the world what she felt and, more importantly, who made her feel that way. Remus was using her ass; her superior was making her feel better than she thought possible in the most shameful way possible. She wanted them to know. She needed them to know. Her submission was complete, and she wanted nothing more than for the whole world to see it. 

Her audience was more than happy. They joined in, fingering their own asses shamelessly. He heard his name being moaned all around him; the voyeurs wishing it was them in Sharmane’s place. Some went as far as to punish themselves, slapping their faces, cunts and tits. The sight was insane, more erotic than anything Remus had ever seen before. He even heard some women begging to come down, their pleas punctuated by their moans as they used themselves. He was surrounded by dozens of women, and every one of them wanted him. He could have anyone he wanted. 

He wanted Sharmane. Seeing her lose herself to his cock was his greatest desire. Her strength was failing her, but Remus pushed on. He wanted to show her the time of her life, to reward her for her submission with her most powerful orgasm yet. He lifted her up again, using one hand to finger her hole while the other played with her clit. All the while he used her asshole, groaning as she gripped around him. “So strong,” she said, laughing to herself. Her tits bounced magnificently as he used her. “This is my man. I am your bitch.” 

Remus laughed, biting her ear. “Feel good for me,” he whispered. Sharmane shuddered at the instruction. “I want you to feel better than you’ve ever felt before.” 

“You’ve already made me feel better than ever before.” 

“I want you to feel better than that.” Remus stepped up his game, using what he had learnt about her body to maximum effect. Sharmane crumpled, curving over as the most powerful orgasm of the night began. She cried out like a banshee, her wail joined by the women in the audience. The sight of her orgasm was too arousing for them to endure. She squirted, the juices shooting out in a great arc from her pussy, showing everyone her joy. 

“This is the best. Thing. Ever!” Sharmane’s words echoed around her as she shook on his cock, her body overwhelmed by the pleasure. Seeing his goal accomplished, Remus let himself release in her ass, shooting out a massive cum shot deep inside her. Sharmane’s orgasm continued throughout. “So hot. Fill me with your thick cum. I want an ass full; I want to be full to bursting with your jizz.”

Finally, she slumped against him, his cock still plugging her ass and her body spent. She was exhausted; he tried to lower her to the ground, but she didn’t even have the energy to stand. Instead, he scooped her up like a princess. He took one last look at the audience, all of whom were glistening with sweat and satisfaction. His harem smiled at him, Misty waving excitedly. There was only one thing he could say. “Whose cock is the greatest?” 

As one, the audience roared back his name. Remus preened, carrying Sharmane out of the arena back to the changing room. Once there, he took her to the shower. After everything they’d done, she was a mess, covered in sweat, dirt, spit, cum, mud, and more. He turned the water on, confirming the temperature before letting it hit her. “Thank you, Superior.” 

“You enjoyed yourself?” Remus asked, retrieving a sponge. 

“I did.” Sharmane sighed as he rubbed her down, not even trying to move. “Some of my friends said that losing your virginity isn’t fun. They’re wrong. That was amazing. I loved every second of it.”

“I did, too. It was weird, being watched by so many people, but…” Remus struggled to find the words. 

“You got into it,” Sharmane said, grinning at him exhaustedly. “You can’t fool me; that wasn’t all for my benefit. You enjoyed showing off.” 

“I did.” 

“It’s good. It made me proud to see you embracing our traditions, even the weird ones.” Sharmane laughed tiredly. “I was worried that I had invited too many friends. So many of my gals got fucked ages ago, but I never found a man I liked. I got a little overexcited now that it was my turn to show off.” 

“I’m glad to be your first.” Remus started washing her hair. “It was special.”

“It was.” Sharmane signed, leaning against him. “Very special.”


Chapter 86: Transit 

Warmonger sat in his carriage, swaying with it as it moved. He tried to focus on the road ahead to keep his motion sickness in check; he hated travelling in carriages. There was a brutal storm; the cold wind making him shiver as they travelled across the plains with only the threadbare blanket they’d given him for warmth. Lady Darkclaw had ordered that he be confined to the carriage for the duration of the journey. The knights had insisted that Warmonger be brought to Celestall City so that he could be properly questioned before he was executed. Lady Darkclaw wanted to refuse, but she was outranked; the knights represented the queen and as such had the right to demand any prisoner they wished. 

Lady Darkclaw had arranged for a dozen Black Knights to act as his guard, ensuring that nothing happened. For 2 miserable days, this decision had proved redundant. There weren’t even any monster attacks. Then it appeared. 

Scorpio. It stung the first Black Knight before he could even react, springing out of the ground without warning. It cut the arm off another when he tried to intervene. “Don’t engage. Find the caster and kill him,” the leader said. He was smart. Warmonger slipped out his cuffs—all he had to do was dislocate his thumb—and grabbed the man from behind, snapping his neck. 

With their leader dead, Warmonger expected the others to fall into chaos. They were well trained however, and quickly formed into a formation against Scorpio while one approached Warmonger. “Hey, whoever’s attacking us, this is your last chance. Dismiss Scorpio, or I’ll run this bastard through with a—” He was cut off by an arrow going through his neck. 

“Not a bad plan, love. But don’t make threats if you can’t back them up,” Goldtooth said, standing atop a nearby rock. “Come and get me.” 

The formation split. Half tried to attack Goldtooth, while the other half held back Scorpio. It wasn’t a bad plan; except they forgot about the archer. A couple more well-placed arrows, and Scorpio was able to smash through the remaining defenders and come to Goldtooth’s rescue. 

The last Black Knight, seeing which way the wind was blowing, decided to run. A man after my own heart, Warmonger thought. It didn’t save him. An arrow to the leg knocked him down, then Scorpio cut off his head. Warmonger kicked the carriage door open, sucking in the fresh air. “What took you so long?” Warmonger asked, stepping out of the carriage. The grass felt divine between his toes.

“They lied about what path they were taking,” Goldtooth said. He walked over slowly, Scorpio disappearing as he came. “Now, I’ve been told to ask where the staff is.” 

Warmonger narrowed his one eye. They would only ask if they didn’t plan to keep him around. Someone wants me dead. It had to be someone on the council, but who? Most wouldn’t dream of making a move against him. “I know. I’ll send men to collect it once I’m back.” 

“Come on, love. You can tell me.” 

“No.” Warmonger was too vulnerable out in the middle of the sticks. His magic would normally be enough to beat Goldtooth, but he now had Scorpio’s card. Warmonger had to play his cards carefully. There was also the archer to worry about. “We need to head back to the guild. I have vital information to pass along.” 

Goldtooth sucked on his teeth, spitting on the ground. He raised his hand, a signal to the archer. “Alright, love. Lead the way.”


Chapter 87: News 

Remus had decided to stay at Sharmane’s house for a time. She had several bedrooms, so there was plenty of room for his entire harem. Technically, he had a mansion, but it was heavily damaged during the riot and had no furniture (Lady Darkclaw had confiscated it) so he couldn’t use it immediately. Once Iris and Azula tried the hot springs, they were convinced it was the right decision. Remus was enjoying the new peaceful atmosphere of the city. There was a lot of damage, but orcs and dark elves were working together to move forward and create a better future. 

The best part was Remus wasn’t involved at all. No one needed to be fought, so he could relax and enjoy himself. Sharmane was out doing warlady stuff Remus didn’t fully understand, leaving him with the rest of his harem to enjoy a slow morning. He sat in the garden, enjoying the warm sun in his birthday suit. Misty brought him a newspaper along with some letters. “Mails here,” Misty called. Azula and Iris got out of the hot spring. They’d elected to swim in bikinis. Remus enjoyed the view of them dripping wet. Azula took the newspaper, glancing at it casually. 

“Holy shit, is this true?” Azula spun around the newspaper, revealing the headline. 

Remus was shocked. The war in Nexus was over; even more shocking was the drawing of Solon. Apparently, he was a key figure in the final battle. “Damn, to think he could do something like that.”

“I know, right?” They’d figured out a while ago that the Solon Azula knew was the same person Remus fought at Mt. Mene. It was odd that they both had such pivotal life moments with the same man. “To think, if you hadn't saved him loads more people would have died.” 

“Huh?” Remus smiled to himself. “I guess that’s true.” 

“Did he ever respond to your letter, darling?” Iris asked, picking up one of the letters on the table. 

“Yeah, sorta. It wasn’t a long response, but he said he forgave me,” Azula said. She shrugged. “Guess he was too busy fighting a demon to pen a longer response.” 

“As reasons go, that’s a fair one,” Iris said dryly. She tore open the letter, pulling it out and scanning its contents. “Remus, have you seen this letter?” 

“You mean the unopened letter addressed to me that you decided to read? No, I haven’t.” Iris smirked at him, handing him the piece of parchment. Remus didn’t feel like reading it. “What’s it say?” 

“It’s not what it says that matters; it’s who's saying it,” Iris said, a mysterious smile tugging at her black lips. 

“Huh?” Remus was never any good at riddles. 

“The sender claims to be your father.”
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