
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Helkiti

Chained Devil: Part 4

John Nightman

John Nightman


Copyright © 2026 John Nightman

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

ISBN-13: 9781234567890
ISBN-10: 1477123456

Cover design by: Art Painter
Library of Congress Control Number: 2018675309
Printed in the United States of America


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Chapter 1: The Nekomi Court  

Chapter 2: Hunting  

Chapter 3: Bounty 

Chapter 4: Smouldering Phoenix

Chapter 5: Sparring  

Chapter 6: A-Rank Mission 

Chapter 7: The Invaders  

Chapter 8: Aired

Chapter 9: Lunch with Aired 

Chapter 10: Money Talks 

Chapter 11: Meeting Hagan 

Chapter 12: Ghost Town 

Chapter 13: New Temple

Chapter 14: The Helkiti

Chapter 15: Drakesharbour 

Chapter 16: Breakfast with Solon

Chapter 17: Errands  

Chapter 18: Raven’s Ritual

Chapter 19: The Peace Bridge 

Chapter 20: The Suji Family

Chapter 21: Lodgings 

Chapter 22: Rules of Engagement 

Chapter 23: Dinner with a Thane

Chapter 24: Plans

Chapter 25: Reports from the Front

Chapter 26: Tomb

Chapter 27: Spiders

Chapter 28: Reverse Haircut 

Chapter 29: Mission Accomplished 

Chapter 30: Raven’s Confession

Chapter 31: Locus

Chapter 32: Felimie’s New Lingerie 

Chapter 33: Locus University

Chapter 34: Genealogy 

Chapter 35: Raven and Mina

Chapter 36: Raven X Mina

Chapter 37: Slog

Chapter 38: The Morning of the Banquet

Chapter 39: The Warlady Arrives

Chapter 40: The Deji Arrive

Chapter 41: Union

Chapter 42: An Unexpected Guest 

Chapter 43: Family History 

Chapter 44: Gemini 

Chapter 45: Coin

Chapter 46: Thane Suji’s Request 

Chapter 47: A Good Princess

Chapter 48: Splitting the Party

Chapter 49: Mina’s Last Night

Chapter 50: Leaving 

Chapter 51: Sapphire’s Proposition

Chapter 52: Old Rival

Chapter 53: Back in Casithe

Chapter 54: Lost Magic 

Chapter 55: Army Camp

Chapter 56: The Court of King John

Chapter 57: Studying 

Chapter 58: Grid Search

Chapter 59: Martial Law

Chapter 60: Angel’s Big Night

Chapter 61: Hunting Crow 

Chapter 62: Lumina’s Plan

Chapter 63: Crow Hunting

Chapter 64: General Piyana

Chapter 65: Hiding

Chapter 66: Felimie’s Spell

Chapter 67: Natsu’s Dilemma 

Chapter 68: Angel’s Heart

Chapter 69: A Dire Situation

Chapter 70: Aurora’s Ultimatum

Chapter 71: To Death 

Chapter 72: General Steelside 

Chapter 73: The View from Above 

Chapter 74: Holy War 

Chapter 75: Fresh Hell

Chapter 76: Stalling Parasite 

Chapter 77: Defeating Crow

Chapter 78: Fallen Angel 

Chapter 79: Felimie’s Trap

Chapter 80: Parasite 

Chapter 81: Cured 

Chapter 82: Mana Deprivation

Chapter 83: Royal Blessing 

Chapter 84: The New Mina

Chapter 85: Tea Ceremony

Chapter 86: Reports of the Legendary Heroes

Chapter 87: Mystery Woman

Chapter 88: Crow’s Fate

Chapter 89: Homecoming 

Chapter 90: Natsu’s Confidant 

Chapter 91: Nihil’s Hellfire

Chapter 92: Angel’s Request 

Chapter 93: Selene’s Report


Chapter 1: The Nekomi Court  

Nihil would be a better queen than her mother. People always spoke of the power and majesty of Queen Saoirse of the Nekomi as if she was a thing of legend. Nihil wished they could see the real her. She was old and weak, clinging to life stubbornly when she should have died many years ago. A pale shadow that refused to move on and let the next generation take her place.  

Nihil should be queen. Her time would come soon; her mother wouldn’t live forever, no matter how hard she tried. As such, Nihil did everything she could to prepare for her eventual ascent to the throne.  

This meant watching and learning. Saoirse was holding court, or rather, trying to hold court. Evidently, the strain of sitting and listening to the woes of the nobles was getting to be too much for her. Nihil watched as she sat on her throne placidly.  

The audience chamber was a testament to the might of Nekomi, the most formidable country in the world. The floors and walls were all made of sparkling onyx, glittering in the light of the large ceremonial fires that lined the room's perimeter. The throne was built for a giant, with a back that stabbed the sky. Regrettably, this only served to emphasise how negligible Saoirse was. Her attendants had dressed her in grand robes made of silk with a lattice of red, web-like material over it. Nothing they could do would disguise the feeble woman underneath it all.   

Nihil stood by her side in silence. Only the queen could speak freely during court. Everyone else would speak when spoken to, even the heir apparent. Propriety was absolute.  

“Your Majesty, the king of Nexus has sent a messenger. Would you like to hear the message?” Charmore, the royal chamberlain, asked. Charmore was a fine example of a royal servant. Submissive yet efficient, he knew when to speak and when to not. Nihil would keep him around when she ascended to the throne.  

“Send him in,” Saoirse said. Her voice was so weak that it was almost inaudible. Charmore bowed, then repeated her orders loudly and clearly.  

The messenger came in, bowing with a flourish. Nihil sneered openly at the sight of him. He was a Nekomi, no doubt an attempt by King John to show the breadth of his lands. Nihil refused to acknowledge a Nekomi who would bow to a human. No Nekomi should submit to those of inferior blood.  

“Your Majesty. I am a messenger of His Royal Highness, King John of Nexus, the first of his name. I have an invitation for you, Queen Saoirse, the third of your name,” the messenger said. Saoirse’s hand twitched anaemically.  

“The queen is willing to hear the invitation,” Charmore said, puffing his chest up proudly.  

To his credit, the messenger did not react to her obvious weakness. “King John of Nexus, the first of his name—” Nihil’s eye twitched as she realised he would say their full titles every time their names came up. This was going to be a long message. “—Invites Queen Saoirse, the third of her name, to a grand banquet to celebrate his recent triumph over the demon general Gorgath, who was formerly a threat to all nations on Corpus and beyond. He is confident that you will be eager to share in his victory, as a steadfast ally and friend to the nation of Nexus.” 

Nihil could imagine few things that would disgust her more. The idea of breaking bread with humans was repulsive enough, but to celebrate the death of a creature of such potential only made it worse. Gorgath had been a monster, but it had been created in Nexus and never left. Its existence could have drained the humans of resources for decades to come. Its destruction was a tragedy, not a cause for celebration.  

Saoirse inclined her head incrementally. “Queen Saoirse will attend with her entourage,” Charmore cried. Nihil felt ice in her stomach. Saoirse had lost her senses entirely. She kept her expression carefully neutral as the messenger left, but afterwards she let her tongue loose.  

“To attend this banquet is a disgrace,” Nihil said, the words falling out of her.  

Saoirse looked up at her. “I cannot refuse.” 

Nihil choked. The contempt she felt for Saoirse was so thick she couldn’t breathe. “You are the queen of the most illustrious nation on the continent. Something as minor as this should be beneath your notice.” 

Saoirse’s grey lips spread into a weak smile. “A queen’s life is not her own. You will understand that someday… or perhaps you won’t.”  

“I know about service. I also know about power. By lowering yourselves like this, you signal weakness to your inferiors.” A stricter queen would’ve punished Nihil. There were records of princesses being flogged for less. Saoirse merely closed her eyes.  

“Power,” she said, tasting the word as it left her mouth. “Power comes to those who are patient.”  

“No, it comes to those who claim it.”  

Saoirse's cloudy eyes sparkled with joy. “Both are true. We will attend this banquet, and you will meet the other royal families. It will be a good experience for you to interact with others of blue blood. More importantly, we may find you a match.”  

Nihil bared her teeth. “I have no interest in marrying anyone. I will grow Nekomi through warfare, not betrothal.”  

Saoirse’s grandmother, Queen Bell, had tried to expand Nekomi by warfare. She challenged Necrum, trying to reclaim the Frozen South that had been lost by Queen Nihil, but died shortly after the start of her campaign. Rumours spiralled that her own men had turned on her. Saoirse had been less militant. She surrendered any claim to the Frozen South in exchange for a promise of peace. She had grown the empire by marrying the late King Juilliard, the last Nekomi King, and combining their nations. Nihil had no intention of following in Saoirse’s footsteps.   

“You have no voice in this matter. Someday, this crown will rest on your head. When that day comes, people will listen to your voice. Until then, you will remember who the queen is,” Saoirse said, voice laced with threat.  

Nihil bit back her response, feeling the shift in the room. “Yes, Your Majesty.”   


Chapter 2: Hunting  

Mina raced through the woods, searching for her quarry. A flash of movement caught her eye. A figure disappeared into the treetops. Mina knew better than to join him in his domain.

Raven landed next to her. “We need to draw him out.”  

“How?” Mina asked. Raven and Mina were the fastest, so they were acting as vanguards. Solon caught up, swinging from his chains like a monkey.  

“Mina, hit that tree,” Solon said, pointing to an old oak tree. Mina had no idea what he was going for, but did as he asked, punching a tree with her ki. It cracked loudly, dozens of birds fleeing it at once. “Raven, the birds.” 

She shot them down one after the other, annihilating them in seconds. “You bastard!” A man-shaped tree burst from the treetops, barrelling into Solon. Solon fell with a grunt. He tried to deploy his chains, but they were countered with a burst of vines. “Destroying nature to hurt me. Have you no shame?” Solon tried to free himself, but the vines came thick and fast, binding him to the earth.  

“A little help,” Solon said. Raven shot her bow. The arrow embedded itself in the wooden man's stomach, breaking his bark-like skin. He turned to her indifferently.  

“So, the rumours are true. A traitor to our cause is hunting us,” he said. Raven buried 2 more arrows in his chest. He was remarkably unbothered. “I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it myself.” 

“You're a murderer,” Raven said. He charged at her, his arms growing into thick tree trunks. Mina intercepted him before he could hit her, punching him in the face. A loud crack rang through the air. He went flying, hitting a tree so hard that it broke down the middle. 

“No, stop him before—” A vine filled Solon’s mouth. At the same time, the tree-man merged with the tree, disappearing inside its bark. Mina ran to Solon, ripping the vines off him. Once she had made a start, he was able to break free, wrapping the vines in thin chains that severed them. “Thanks.”  

“Swallow got away,” Raven said. A tree burst out of the ground beneath her, throwing her into the air.  

“Raven.” Mina leapt onto the tree, climbing up it after her girlfriend. Solon was right behind her, using his chains to scale its surface.  

“You shouldn’t have followed me,” Raven said. She was bound by vines; her bow was just out of her reach. Mina used her sword to cut her way towards her.  

“I could hardly leave you alone.” Vines grabbed her arm, jerking it back. She ripped them out with brute strength. “Come out, cur. Fight me with honour!”  

“Honour, what do you know of it?” Mina’s ears twitched. From the sound of his voice, he was in the tree with them. “My kind merely wished to protect nature, yet now we have been vilified. Is that honourable?”  

“You killed half a dozen people,” Solon shouted. He ripped vines off himself, new ones replacing them constantly.  

“Self-defence,” he spat. “If they didn’t try to hurt me, I would never have hurt them.”  

“That’s not what the witnesses said,” Solon said. The vines were gaining ground.   

“Lies. It's all lies. They say we druids are killers. We’re not; we never kill. We’re pure. Purer than you.”  

Mina grunted, stabbing her sword into the tree trunk. A loud shriek confirmed she had struck true. The tree shook, then split down the middle. Solon caught them with his chains, controlling their descent. Once they landed, they found the archdruid sitting on the ground, nursing a stab wound to the shoulder. His skin was still made of bark, but he was finally bleeding. His body had been altered significantly by his magic, but parts were still human.  

“Surrender now and I will ensure you are treated fairly,” Mina said. The archdruid spat at her feet.  

“Why should I believe anything you have to say?”  

“The real question is why should we offer you anything? We’ve already won,” Solon said. He had his chains at the ready. Mina raised a hand, stopping him from grabbing the druid. She wanted to resolve this as peacefully as possible.  

“Please, sir, come with us and you can have your say. You can show people that they’re wrong in their judgement of druids.” Mina offered him her hand, crouching down to his level. His angry expression was replaced by one of consideration.  

“Honour, huh?” He took her hand. Mina knew she’d made a mistake immediately. Bark started spreading over her hand and up her arm, robbing her of movement. She cried out as she was overtaken. “How about you surrender to me? But I wouldn’t expect me to show mercy to those who destroy nature.”  

A stone fist shot out of the ground, knocking the druid out. The bark disappeared as he fell. Zlycan ran into the clearing, huffing for breath. “Stars above, you guys are fast.”  

“You're slow,” Raven said. Solon wrapped Swallow in chains. Zlycan put his hands on his knees, panting.  

“Thank you for coming to my aid, Zlycan. I let my guard down, thinking we had won. It was foolish of me,” Mina said. She shook her hand, dispelling the residual feeling of being covered in bark. “I had hoped that he would still have some honour. It appears I was wrong.”  

“Druids have no honour. They’re all disgusting monsters,” Zlycan said, spitting on the chained-up man. He hesitated, his expression falling. “... Except Raven.” Raven looked at him. “Not that I think you're a druid. I know you're not anymore. You're a good guy, like me.”  

“Eloquently put,” Solon said sarcastically. “Anyway, let’s get this bastard in.”  

Mina picked him up, throwing him over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “I can make a golem to carry him. It’s probably best we don’t risk him touching anyone,” Zlycan said. He summoned a golem in the shape of a man, which took the prisoner.  

Mina let it. “You have my thanks.”  

*** 

Diocese Pur wept as he took in the destruction before him. Studle’s Bar was a town tucked away in the Deblue Salt Marshes in southeast Nexus. While it wasn’t very large, due to its location, it had citizens from all over the continent of Corpus and beyond. Despite their differences, the cultures had until recently enjoyed relative peace. It was truly a tragedy that such a town had to be destroyed.  

“Diocese Pur, we got the prisoners. They’re over here,” Slog said. Slog was a huge orc. His thick muscles were hidden by an even thicker layer of fat. Pur would never call him intelligent, but he knew how to fight. It was therefore not surprising that he had been able to rise through the ranks of the army, despite not being able to read.  

“Take me to them,” Pur said, wiping the tears from his face. Slog led him into the burning remains of the city. The scent of burning bodies was something Pur would never get used to. He didn’t want to. He felt that there were some things that should always be disturbing; to get used to them would mean losing a part of his soul. To him, that mattered more than anything else.  

The prisoners were tied to large posts erected atop an unlit bonfire. Each one had a gag in, preventing them from speaking. Seeing the terror in their eyes, Pur couldn’t fight his tears. He so hated having to do this, but he was a diocese. It was his duty. “Please, let us go. We’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t kill us.” One of the prisoners, a Nekomi man, had somehow got his gag out. He was crying as he spoke, his voice high-pitched and uneven.  

Pur lowered his head, shaking it miserably. “I do not do this out of malice but necessity. You need not be afraid. Death is not the end, my friends. Once you are released from Gai’s body, you will find that you are far happier than you are now. So, please do not resist. I promise this will not be painful.”  

A soldier replaced his gag, ignoring the Nekomi man’s protests. Pur listened to them, each word a dagger to his heart. He truly believed what he said. Life and death are 2 sides of the same coin. To fear death is foolish. Death is not an end, but rather a new beginning. By slaying these men, he would be freeing them from their mortal toil; allowing them to see the wider world in a way that simply isn’t possible to those who continued to torment Gai. “Diocese, the archers are ready. Whenever you're ready,” Slog said. “Give ‘em the signal.” 

Pur hesitated for a long moment. He was never suited to this. He watched as the prisoners began to squirm, no doubt realising that the end was near. Their instincts forced them to fight for their lives, even when it was hopeless. Raising his hand, he lowered it in a cutting gesture. “If there were another way, my friends. But alas, my duty is absolute. I hope you find satisfaction in the afterlife.”  

Pur lowered his hands. Arrows flew, and lives ended. Pur wept once again, unable to fight the sobs that wracked his body. So many had died that day at his command, yet every one of them felt like a new wound. Slog rested a hand on his shoulder, his own face grim. “We need to go, Diocese.”  

Pur rubbed his tears away, turning to the troops gathered behind him. “Light the bonfire, destroy the bodies and burn the town. At first light, we shall move north to the next village. Leave no survivors. Freedom for Gai!” Pur raised his fist again; hundreds of soldiers copied the action.  

As one, they roared out their call, “Freedom for Gai!”


Chapter 3: Bounty 

Zlycan wasn’t a regular member of Team Shining Steel. Solon had agreed to let him join only for missions where they were hunting Crow. Using wide-area search spells, Raven was now able to identify potential locations of the criminal druid. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell whether it was him or another powerful druid. In this case, they had accidentally come across Swallow. 

Swallow was a former archdruid who had killed several of the previous bounty hunters who came after him, alongside civilians who came into his woods. While he wasn’t their target, he did have a large bounty, so they decided to capture him. Mina had been the only holdout, not wanting to persecute a potentially innocent man. Some were claiming that his crimes were exaggerated to justify his arrest. Solon appreciated her instinct, but bounty hunting was a standard mission, and a well-paid one at that. If he started questioning every bounty, he’d never get any work.  

“Still think we should’ve left him alone?” Raven asked as they walked back to town.  

Mina grimaced. “I had hoped he would prove to have stronger moral fibre. Killing in self-defence is no crime, but it seems the reports of him attacking civilians were not inaccurate.”  

“The Deji may be religious nuts, but they don’t make things up,” Solon said. “I know it’s hard to imagine, but a lot of the druids left in Nexus have turned violent.” 

Zlycan scoffed. He had been the most vehement about capturing Swallow and had been involved in the capture of several other druids. Like Raven, he was pursuing Crow, although he was relying on rumours to try to track him down. This meant he often ended up finding other unrelated druids and bringing them in for the bounty. Since Pecker’s attack on Labity, all druids were now considered criminals and as such had a bounty even if they hadn’t committed a specific crime. The only way to avoid being captured was to renounce their faith, an option few had taken. Most had either fled the country or followed in Owl’s footsteps, becoming terrorists. 

“I had hoped this madness would end soon,” Mina said. “But things seem to be getting worse and worse.” 

“These things are decided by nobles and kings. We can’t do much about it,” Solon said, shrugging. “The upside is, we caught a violent criminal and now we’re going to get a fat bounty.” 

The city was coming into view. There was a queue of people waiting to gain entry, all lined up in single file. At the gate, a pair of guards were checking over each cart thoroughly. They walked right past the queue, getting irritated glares from the various merchants and other visitors. At the gate, a Deji stopped them.  

“We’re guilders from Rising Phoenix.” Solon showed the guard his crest, pointing to each member of his team. “We’ve captured a criminal and need to drop him off.” The guard nodded, stepping aside, letting them enter. Unlike in Labity, Hagan had ensured that the members of Rising Phoenix could jump the queue.  

Inside the city proper, they made a beeline towards the Deji’s headquarters. The city was still far less busy than before the druids' attack, but things were showing signs of improvement. The Deji made people feel safe, keeping monsters from breaching the perimeter. As such, merchants were once again visiting the city. They came in large caravans, needing to hire powerful adventurers to protect them on the roads, but many considered it worth it. Particularly since Labity had fallen into economic hardship since Septimius’ death. 

The Deji’s new base was a gaudy building. It had belonged to a rich noble who died in the druids' attack with no heir, meaning Lord Flam had been able to keep it. Since he had no use for it, he allowed the Deji to use it as a base of operations. The so-called austere Deji now lived in a large, one-story complex shaped like a horseshoe, with an elvish pleasure garden in the middle. The whole thing was surrounded by tall walls treated with magic to make climbing them all but impossible. Upon arrival, they were quickly ushered past the gates into the main complex.  

Men and women trained in the pleasure garden, going through manoeuvres with spears. Solon recognised many of them as residents of Flamburg. The Deji’s recruitment plans were going well. They were taken to a small side room, where a man was waiting with his back to a fire.  

“These adventurers have captured a criminal, sir,” the guard announced. The man looked at them with naked disdain. His hair was tied into a topknot, and he was dressed in civilian clothing, yet he wore a long sword at his waist. This was Anillo, the Deji in charge of all bounties. Technically, the bounty on Swallow was issued by Lord Flam, but he had delegated it to the Deji.  

“I see that. Show me the criminal.” Zlycan had his golem place the druid on the floor. Solon dismissed the chains covering his face so he would be visible.  

“You bastards! How dare you treat me like this,” Swallow said, trying to free himself.  

“Gag him,” Anillo said, waving his hand. Swallow attempted to resist, but the guard soon had a fabric gag wrapped around his mouth. He thrashed about furiously on the ground. “Team Shining Steel… and a new one.”  

“This is Zlycan. He’s a temporary member of our team for this mission,” Solon said, gesturing to him.  

“I see. That won’t change the size of the bounty, mercenary.” He said mercenary like it was a dirty word. Snapping his fingers, he pointed at Solon. “Get them out of my sight. We will send the pay to the guild as is customary.”  

“Excuse me, but we didn’t take this as a job registered with the guild,” Mina said, bowing. Anillo’s lip curled with distaste.  

“More freelance work. How very noble.” He beckoned the guard, whispering something in his ear. The guard then ran off. “He will be back shortly with your payment.” 

“Thank you.” Mina bowed.  

“Know this. If we discover that you are attempting to drive a wedge between us and your guild, we will not be merciful,” Anillo said. Solon rolled his eyes, already disliking the man.  

“What’s your problem with us?” Solon asked.  

“You have to ask? I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You denied your crimes until the end. Regardless, I know that Gorgath’s release was your fault. You may have fought him, but that does not excuse your behaviour. Hundreds died because of you, and if there’s any justice at all, you will be held accountable for that.”  

“We’re not the ones who did the ritual,” Mina said.  

“Perhaps. But I know you were working for them,” Anillo said. The guard re-entered the room, carrying a purse.  

Anillo was not the first to say something like this. Several members of the Deji had tried to blame Solon and his team for what happened, but they were unable to arrest him due to the support of Queen Imra. This left Solon in a strange position of being a hero to some, while others viewed him as a harbinger of doom. Solon did not fully disagree with their views of him. He knew he had been foolish. He had acted without thinking through his options, and while it’s likely that other adventurers could’ve replaced him, it didn’t change the fact that his actions contributed to Gorgath’s release. Sapphire had played him like a fiddle, and others paid the price. Like Shinsui.  

Anillo threw the purse at Mina. “Take your reward and go. But know this: I am watching you. The next time you dirty your hands with the blood of the innocent, I will be there, and I will ensure you face justice.”


Chapter 4: Smouldering Phoenix

“I’m sorry to hear you had such a bad interaction with the Deji,” Felimie said. They had met her at the guild. It was quiet; the Deji’s management of the city meant that there was less work in general, so many of the members had moved on in search of greener pastures. 

“It’s not a big deal,” Solon said, lounging back in his chair. Felimie had saved them a seat in an isolated corner away from the main area. “I didn’t expect the Deji to suddenly stop being crazy just because we worked with them once.” 

“Do you believe that is all it is?” Mina asked. She looked concerned. Solon knew what she was thinking about because he had thought about the same thing dozens of times since Shinsui died. 

“It’s possible they manipulated us. But ultimately, you can’t blame yourself for what other people do. If I sold a sword, I wouldn’t blame myself if the buyer used it to murder someone.” Mina nodded, still looking uncomfortable. 

“I don’t disagree with the logic, but the scale…” A heavy silence fell over the group. Solon didn’t speak at first, letting them process what had happened. He knew that if he never stopped to think about why he made mistakes, he would never improve. 

Solon had been focused on healing Lex to the exclusion of all else. It wasn't a bad goal, but it made him get involved with things he knew weren’t a good idea. The question was, what should he do next? They still had the Black Grimoire. 

“We should focus on the positives. We made a lot of money from Swallow’s bounty,” Solon blurted out, saying the first thing that occurred to him. 

“More importantly, we brought an evildoer to justice.” Mina smiled, accepting the lighter conversation topic. 

“You’ve all done so many awe-inspiring things lately. It’s amazing to hear about your adventures.” Felimie wasn’t a battlemage, so couldn’t join them when they went on quests. Solon didn’t mind. He enjoyed being able to talk about what happened with someone who wasn’t involved. Felimie always made him feel like some great hero, even when it was a simple mission. 

“Well, Swallow was technically only a B-rank bounty.” Solon hummed. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe it’s time we take on our first A-rank mission.” 

“You’ve never attempted an A-Rank before?” Felimie asked.

“Gorgath wasn’t an official mission. And after that, I was injured for a while, so we took lower-rank missions, mostly Cs and Bs,” Solon explained. Using potions, he had been able to walk again far more quickly than if he had recovered naturally, but he still needed time to fully heal. He had been better for a couple months, but with no pressing reason to seek money, they had focused primarily on B-rank missions. It was nice hunting monsters that weren’t likely to kill them if they made a single mistake. 

“I’m in,” Raven said.

“If the goal is just, then you have my support, as always,” Mina said. 

“I’ll check the board. Tomorrow. Tonight, let’s enjoy a break.” The number of missions had gone down drastically since the Deji arrived. They managed the city's defences and protected the loggers in the nearby woods at Lord Flam’s request. While this might sound problematic for adventurers, the truth was that only the lower ranks were affected. The Deji were not willing to protect merchant caravans on long trips or go hunting for powerful monsters. They were stretched thin trying to keep the empowered monsters from Mt. Mene at bay. Solon would be able to find an A-rank mission if he wished. The last time he had checked, there had been 3 available, and he doubted that would change. 

“Speaking of trying new things.” Felimie looked around cautiously, checking no one was listening in on them. “My project is starting to bear fruit.” 

“What changed?” Solon asked, lowering his voice. Felimie was studying the Black Grimoire. The strange thing was, even after months with the thing, neither Solon nor Raven could cast a single spell from it. Grimoires help mages cast the spells written within them, but for whatever reason they were incapable of it. 

Felimie’s theory was that they were merely incompatible, as she was able to use the magic. This was strange, however, as the spells were similar to druidic and Radiant magic. In theory, Solon and Raven should be ideal casters. 

“Okay, so you know how divine magic is different from personal casting?” 

“Of course.” 

“Yes.” 

“Pardon?”

Mina did not know. “Basically, magic can be split into 2 broad categories. Magic that relates to the divine, like my Radiant magic, and magic that doesn’t. Goddesses aid in casting divine magic, so its use relies on drawing from them,” Solon explained. 

“That’s a theory,” Felimie said. She couldn’t help herself. “Personally, I’d say that divine magic is more like interacting with the idea of a divine figure, so it gains the traits the world has assigned to that figure. All magic is powered by a user's personal mana reserves.” 

“It relies on personal mana, yes, but to use Radiant magic relies on the guidance of Mene,” Solon said, remembering what he had been taught when he was a priest. 

“Then would Mene not be able to rescind the right to utilise her magic from those unworthy?” 

Solon pursed his lips. The Order would claim that was something she could do. But he had met several priests that he felt she should forsake. Others claimed he shouldn’t be able to cast anymore. 

“Another win for Felimie,” Raven said. Pulling out a pencil and notepad, she put a tally mark on a table. 

“Wait, you're actually keeping track of how much I win arguments with Felimie?” Solon had thought that was a joke. “... How am I doing?” 

“Badly.” Raven put the notebook away. Solon glowered at her, making her smile sweetly back at him. Solon started planning punishments for her, knowing full well that was Raven’s goal. 

“How does this relate to your research?” Mina asked, breaking the tension. 

“Oh, right. Um… So, most divine magic comes from one of the goddesses or maybe an ascended elf. You guys all know about that stuff, right?” 

Everyone agreed. Solon suspected Mina didn’t, so made a mental note to explain it to her later. Felimie leaned forward, encouraging them all to do the same. “I think that the Black Grimoire is using a different divine source…” She looked around with her eyes one more time. “... Gai.” 

Solon reeled back in shock. “That’s … that’s very strange.”

“It does seem rather appropriate for Lilith, however, considering what she did,” Mina said. 

“It also explains why it’s such a potent power source. Gai may not have been more powerful than the goddesses per se, but he is associated with this planet,” Felimie said, pointing at the ground. “It makes sense that Gaia would therefore be the most accessible power and the most potent.” 

Solon leaned back in his chair, taking in what he had learned. In truth, he didn’t know what to do with the information. He knew that worshipping Gai was illegal, and therefore the use of his magic would be as well. Did that mean that to study it was inherently evil? He knew Felimie didn’t think so without even asking. She would study anything. 

If she were right, then the use of Gai’s magic could have incredible effects. Raven still had the bangle she was using to try to track Crow. Solon knew she wouldn’t give it up just because it was associated with Gai. She already knew it was related to Lilith, which some would consider even worse. At least Gai was trying to maintain his bodily autonomy, something held sacrosanct by most cultures on Gaia. To him, life was like a parasite. It was natural that he would want to remove it. Unfortunately for him, it was also natural that those parasites would resist. By comparison, Lilith’s actions were cruel for their own sake. 

“Mina, are you okay with this?” Solon asked at last. He knew if anyone would have an issue with what they were doing, it would be her. 

“I only ask that you be cautious. I understand that your goals are noble… but actions like this have a tendency to lead to more trouble than initially expected.”


Chapter 5: Sparring  

“Are you ready?” Solon asked. He had taken Mina to the woods near town. They were looking to spar in a more unusual location than the standard guild training areas and felt the trees would be ideal. Loggers were working in the area, so Lord Flam insisted that the Deji protect it. Even if the Deji were to fail, they were strong enough to take on anything that came their way. They were well into winter; their breath was visible in the cold air. It was dry, at least, the ground cracked by frost.  

“Ready.” Mina thought Solon would try to hide. Instead, he went on the offensive, shooting 8 chains at her simultaneously. They came from his hands, feet, elbows, and knees. Mina Ki Stepped to get away. “You’ve improved.” 

“Thanks.” Solon redirected his chains towards her. He was standing stock-still, only turning to face her.  

“Unfortunately for you, so have I.” She Ki Stepped again, leaping into a tree over his head. Swinging around a branch, she pounced at him. He spat chains at her. “Ah!” Mina was blinded. She revved her ki and crashed into the ground. “That is so weird. Who spits their attacks!”  

“Me,” Solon said. Mina ripped the chains off her face. Solon had disappeared.  

Mina knew Solon was hiding somewhere nearby. The woods meant he had a lot of hiding places, and even more he could use to create traps. She searched cautiously, taking in her surroundings. After sparring with him so many times, Mina was used to Solon’s tricks. She knew what a pitfall looked like, even if he tried to cover it. Leaping over it, she also avoided the buried snare, then leapt back when he tried to box her in with his chains.  

“Come on, darling. You can do better than that,” she taunted. She knew he wouldn’t respond. He only made that mistake once (an error she mocked him for relentlessly). Focusing, she tried to let her ki sense guide her. Solon’s ki was barely higher than a peasant’s, making him hard to pinpoint — especially in a place full of life like the woods. Most ki users wouldn’t be able to find him, but Mina had an advantage. After spending so long with Solon, she had learnt what he felt like. Intimately. Her sense was far from perfect, but Solon was the easiest person for her to sense. There.  

Mina Ki stepped, making a beeline towards him. Traps triggered where she landed, but a second Ki Step got her to safety. She landed in an awkward stance but managed to roll it into a run. Solon had wrapped himself from head to toe in chains.  

Mina realised her mistake as soon as she touched it. The chains burst apart, spreading up her arm like hundreds of centipedes. She tried to shake them off, but they had already encircled her. “Damn it.” The chains encased her arms, tying her hands behind her back. Her feet were bound together, making her fall onto her side. The chains kept spreading, wrapping her entire body. By the time it was over, she was on her side with only her eyes uncovered.  

Solon stepped out from behind a tree, radiating smugness. “Looks like I win again, darling,” he said. Mina couldn’t respond with her mouth covered. “Oh, my mistake.” The chains gagging her disappeared. “Say it.” 

Mina rolled her eyes at his dramatics. “You win.” Mina tried to free herself. The chains were as tough as ever. She knew she couldn’t break them under normal circumstances, but if she activated her transformation, things might be different. Focusing, she tried to remember what she had felt the first time and draw on that power… Nothing happened.  

All she could do was wriggle about on the floor like a worm.  

“It brings back nice memories, doesn’t it? Do you remember the first time I tied you up like this?” Mina blushed, thinking back to that time. 

“Naturally, I remember. It wasn’t that long ago.” Solon released her chains, letting her climb to her feet. “It’s strange to think we’ve only been together for 8 months. So much has changed.”  

“I’ll say.” Solon approached, wrapping his arms around her waist. “Back then, we didn’t even know each other. Now I can’t imagine living without you.”  

Mina squeaked at the suddenly romantic tone. She felt panic starting to overtake her as her embarrassment rose. There’s not even anyone around. Smiling nervously, she pulled him into a kiss. He returned it eagerly, wrapping his arms around her. When they broke apart, Mina had regained her calm. “I can’t imagine life without you either, darling.” 

“You're getting harder to embarrass,” he said, grinning to himself. “Shame. But the trade-off is nice.” 

“You’ll just have to live with that.” Mina pulled out of his arms. “Let’s head back.”  

“We’ve got time if you want to try to unleash your mega kitty form again.” Mina snorted at his ridiculous name for her transformation.  

“I appreciate the offer. However, I fear it would be redundant.” They had been trying since they returned to Flamburg, and hadn’t managed it even once. Mina started walking back to town.  

“There’s got to be something we’re missing. It shouldn’t be this hard,” Solon said, walking alongside her.  

“It’s a never-before-seen transformation.” Mina held her nose a little higher. “It’s only natural that it wouldn’t be as simple as you sending your mana into me.”  

“I guess.” Solon scratched his cheek. “It feels similar to a werewolf, except you don’t react to the full moon.”  

“Helene said it doesn’t react to Mene’s magic at all, so that’s not it. I think I need to try to replicate what I was feeling the first time I transformed, but it is not an easy sensation to replicate.”  

Mina had spent dozens of hours every week trying to feel the way she did before. She tried everything. Replicated movements, focusing on the emotions she felt and even trying to move her ki in the same way. Nothing worked. Her transformation was still locked away.


Chapter 6: A-Rank Mission 

“So, I know you both wanted to do an A-rank mission for a while now,” Solon said. He had gathered the members of his team, as well as Felimie, at The Hungry Bear. Bear had taken their orders, so they were waiting with some lilum, a drink Solon had grown to love. He decided to use this chance to broach the topic.  

“It is rather vexing that we've waited so long. We’ve been qualified for months,” Mina said. “I appreciate caution, but this seems like a bit much.”  

“Scaredy-cat,” Raven added.  

“Hey, I’m not indestructible like you, or able to dodge arrows like you.” Solon rolled his eyes. He knew they were only teasing him. Even so, they did have a point. When they were originally promoted, Solon had felt he was weaker than the average A-rank. He got lucky getting Angel as an opponent, so wasn’t tested as stringently as others. Since then, he had improved his chain magic drastically. At the same time, he still remembered how helpless he had been fighting Gorgath.  

“If you would rather take more time to prepare, I have no qualms about waiting.” Mina put a hand on Solon’s. Solon noticed he was grimacing; he had been lost in thought.  

Raven sipped her drink. “I don’t care either.”  

“No. It’s time. We’ve been A-Rank for half a year. There’s being cautious and then there’s wasting time,” Solon said. He made a conscious effort to look confident. “And recently, I saw an A-rank mission I think you’ll find very interesting.”  

He pulled out his copy of the flyer, placing it on the table. The 3 women gathered around to read it. Mina was the first to react. “I’ve heard of this place. It’s near where I grew up.”  

“That’s why I picked it.” Solon smiled proudly. “You're always talking about where you grew up. I figured it’s about time we saw it. We are dating, after all.”  

Mina winced. The expression passed as soon as it came, replaced by a brilliant smile. It was so quick Solon found himself wondering if he had imagined it. “It will be a wonderful trip. I can show you so much.” 

“A—” 

“It says we need someone to disarm magical traps,” Raven said, cutting Solon off. She looked at Solon, her eyes burning with intensity. “I can’t do that. Nor can either of you.”  

Solon inclined his head, used to her blunt phrasing. “I know that. But I did some research. Part of the reason this is an A-Rank mission is that the magic traps are very complicated, based on runes. So, to bypass them, we’d need a skilled runic mage…”  

Everyone turned to Felimie. Since they started dating, Felimie had come out of her shell somewhat. She still didn’t do well when interacting with strangers, but Solon had at least got her to stop wearing such covering clothes and walk around with confidence. For their evening out, she was wearing a black dress that reached her ankles but had a plunging neckline showing off her cleavage. She fidgeted occasionally, but she was doing much better than before. When she realised they were looking at her, Felimie’s eyes widened. “You want me to join you on a mission?”  

“We wouldn’t ask you to fight, obviously,” Solon said, not wanting her to be needlessly afraid. “There might be monsters, but we could handle them. We just need you to disarm any traps we come across.” 

Felimie pursed her lips, scanning the job description again. “Would it be safe?”  

“No mission can ever be said to be completely safe, but we’d do everything we can to protect you.” Solon didn’t want to lie to any of his girlfriends if he could help it. If Felimie was going to join them in their endeavour, he wanted her to do it with her eyes wide open.  

Mina leaned across the table. “Fear not, friend, you have my word that I will not allow any harm to befall you.” 

“I’ll protect you,” Raven said, looking at Felimie intensely. “If I can.”  

Solon was surprised that Raven’s words seemed to reassure Felimie. She smiled confidently, puffing out her chest. “Right. I’ll do it. If I can help, I will.”  

“Great. I’ll swing by the guild later and tell them we’re taking the mission. Now, it’ll take a week to get to Casithe, so make sure you pack everything you need because we won’t be back here for a while. I’m thinking we can head off the day after tomorrow.”  

“I’ll have to tell my mum.” Felimie fiddled with her hair. “I wonder how she’ll react when she hears I’m travelling for a fortnight.”  

“I can go with you to tell her, if you like.” Solon still hadn’t met Felimie’s mother. She had mentioned her often, but whenever it seemed like they might meet, Felimie would demur. Solon wasn’t sure if she was embarrassed by her, or if something worse was going on. He hadn’t pushed her, not wanting to make her uncomfortable needlessly. Considering that he was going to be taking her on a potentially dangerous mission, he felt it necessary to try again.  

“Um…” Felimie looked down at the table, fiddling with her napkin. “I suppose that would be okay. Tomorrow, come over at 1. I’ll make lunch.”  

“It’s a date.” Solon was amazed that even after dating for months, Felimie still blushed at the idea of them going on a date.


Chapter 7: The Invaders  

Gur called for a meeting with Pur. Gur was the leader of the invasion force. He was a beast of a man, even by Helkiti standards, standing a head taller than Pur. In many ways, Pur admired him; his power spoke for itself. Despite this, Pur could never find it in himself to like the corpulent orc.  

As he entered Gur’s war tent, he was reminded why. Gur was sitting on a throne, a repulsive human invention — why should something as simple as a chair be a status symbol? At his feet and around him were his women. The Helkiti doctrine was clear: they strove to end all life. They waged war against the world not to conquer it, but to free Gai of his infestation. They would not stop until everyone was removed from Gai’s surface, including themselves. Gur had gone native, copying the mainlanders' habit of forming harems. Several of his women were already pregnant. Pur’s lip curled at the sight; more life meant more suffering.  

The only other warrior in the room was Slog. Pur wished he was the leader of the invasion force; he was easier to manage.  

“You called.” Pur stayed standing, holding his staff. He did not need comfort.  

“It’s time to plan the next stage of the campaign,” Gur said. Pur frowned at the word campaign, it was a loanword from the human language, used to refer to war's strategic goals. Pur hated speaking in any language except Helspeak, the language of the chosen. Even a single word was unacceptable. 

“We have everything in hand. We will continue destroying all life we come across, so that Gai may be freed.” Gur snapped his fingers, and Big Uloth came in. She was covered in rippling layers of fat that jiggled with each step. Naturally, Pur wanted her. It was instinct. But he was a diocese; he could fight his body's desires. Pur sneered when she kissed Gur before laying down the map.  

“Here it is, honey.” Gur smacked her ass, making her guffaw.  

“Atta girl. Now, show Pur what you showed me.”  

“Yes, Master.” Big Uloth unfolded the map on a table, showing them the area. It had been coloured in, showing the area that they had already purged as separate from the main country. “We’ve taken control of the marshes. It works as a staging ground, but it holds little of any true value. The population is low and has little worth in the eyes of the local nobility.”  

“Irrelevant. We’ll purge the area, then move on to the rest of the country.”  

Big Uloth raised a finger, grinning excitedly. “I may have a better strategy.” Pur rolled his eyes, but he let her continue. “We should go straight for Drakesharbour and take that out. If we capture the local lord, we can ransom him back to the family. Their wealth is immense; we could finance a war that lasts years.” 

“No. We do not take hostages. We kill any we capture.” Pur looked away from the woman, back to his general. “Why would you even show me such foolishness?”  

“It’s not foolish. If we do this, we could severely weaken the enemy,” Big Uloth argued. Pur silenced her with a glare.  

“You are not even a true warrior. You lack both the blessings of Gai. I do not wish to hear your opinion.” Big Uloth looked aghast, but she had the good sense to look to the ground. Pur did not tolerate insolence twice. “Next time you think it wise to bring one of your bedmates to a war council, think again.” 

“She has a point. If we drain their coffers, we could bankrupt the region. A poor country is weak and vulnerable to famine.”  
 

“Famine? Poor? Here I thought I was in the tent of the great warrior Gur. Yet here I find myself listening to the weakness of one who fears steel.” Gur’s lips curled back in rage, revealing his oversized tusks.  

“I do not fear steel,” he said, punctuating each syllable harshly. “All I’m saying is... we should be clever. The humans are foolish. We can dominate them, potentially even—”  
 

“No race is better or worse than any other.” Pur spat off to the side. “We are all blights on Gai and must be removed at the appropriate time. Do not delude yourself with the idea that you are special.”  

Gur looked like he might jump up and attack Pur. Several members of his harem moved, clearly thinking the same thing. But as always, Gur backed down. “Fine. We will stick to the original plan, Diocese.”  

“No.” Pur looked at Big Uloth. “Big Uloth will take a troop north and act as a vanguard.”  

“But, Diocese, you said it yourself, I am not a great warrior. I cannot—”  
 

“Are you questioning my wisdom?” Pur grinned toothily as Big Uloth stepped back. It was important that everyone remembered that his was not the most important voice: it was the only voice that mattered.  

“No, Diocese.”  

Pur looked at Gur, daring him to speak up. “And you, Gur?”  

“Slog was supposed to lead the attack. I’ve trained him myself, and our alchemists assure me he has taken to the potions well,” Gur said. “He is a superior warrior to Big Uloth.”  

Slog stepped forward, his hand on his sword. He had until this point remained silent, making him functionally invisible; he was a true Helkiti warrior. Pur had approved his enhancements. The potions he took would shorten his lifespan drastically, even if he did not die, but he never complained. “I will die at your word, Diocese,” Slog said.  

“You will,” Pur said, resting a hand on his shoulder. “But not today. I have use for you yet. And Gur has no desire to disobey me, do you, warlord?”  

Gur’s face was tense with hatred. Good. Hate will make him stronger.  

“No, Diocese. Big Uloth will purge the lands of the heathens. Your will shall be carried out.”  

“No, it won’t.” Pur turned, his fur cape bellowed behind him. “Gai’s will shall be done.”


Chapter 8: Aired

Solon had never met a girlfriend's parents before. He felt nervous, unsure how he was supposed to behave. He knew that Felimie only had a mother, Aired. Her father had died years ago, leaving Aired a widow. Fortunately, she owned her house and had savings, so was able to get by despite not working. They had agreed that Solon would meet them at Aired’s house. Felimie had arrived hours ago, preparing lunch for him. Solon wished he had contrived some way for them to enter together.

Knocking on the door, he checked his hair in the reflection of a window. He knew it would be perfect. Mina had helped him get ready, and she was a stickler for fashion. She had wanted to dress him in a suit, but Solon talked her down to wearing a fine shirt and matching trousers. He would rather be underdressed than overdressed, a sentiment Mina did not agree with. 

An attractive woman with black hair answered the door. Solon immediately recognised the signs of potion usage to reverse the visual effects of aging. Her skin was too supple and shiny. No one looked like that unless potions were involved. Similarly, her hair was obviously dyed. Her choice of black was not a natural one, having a subtle purple tint that came from the violet molluscs used to make it. For the occasion, she wore a green, airy sundress. 

Solon decided to act confused. “Excuse me, I’m looking for Mrs Aired; she’s Felimie’s mother. I think I must have the wrong house; do you know where she lives?” 

“That’s me. I’m Aired, Felimie’s mother,” Aired said. Her voice was youthful, too. Evidently, she used high-end potions.

“No, that couldn’t be right. You're far too young to have an adult daughter.” It was a rather cliché way of complimenting an older woman, so Solon didn’t expect much. 

“Me. No, stop! Young. Oh my.” Aired covered her cheeks with her hands, wriggling about like an overly excited teenager. “Soleil just blessed me, I guess. My skin held up well, but I’m actually 61, can you believe it?”

“No, that can’t be right.” Solon knew she was really 67. In fairness, she did look good for her age. 

“Yes. Yes, I am! I know it’s hard to believe.” Aired giggled, waving her hand about excitedly. “Come in. Come in. Felimie’s been waiting for you.” 

Aired turned and ran into the house, practically bursting with joy. Huh. That was easier than I expected. Lex had warned him that meeting a girlfriend's parents can be tense, so he had to be on his best behaviour. He suspected that Lex had exaggerated how difficult the interaction would be. Or maybe he was genuinely mistaken. Solon couldn't imagine Lex dating; maybe he never had. He followed her to the dining room. 

Aired had a nice house. Solon knew that Felimie’s father had been an adventurer like him; evidently, he was rather wealthy. The house was a good size and was well-maintained, with not a speck of dirt visible. He found Felimie in the living room, setting the table. It was a round table, barely large enough for the 3 of them. A candelabra sat in the centre, bringing light to the windowless room. 

“Solon, I see you’ve met my mum,” Felimie said, her smile visibly strained. Solon noticed she was wearing an identical dress to her mum. 

“This charmer. He couldn’t believe how old I was. I can’t blame him, everyone always thinks we’re sisters.” 

“Who has ever said that?” Felimie looked at her mum, baffled. 

“Well, it can’t be helped when we wear matching outfits like this.” Aired pointed at their dresses. “Don’t we look so good together? I’m always saying we should match clothes more often, but Felimie gets so shy.”

“Well—” Solon tried to respond. 

“Then again, at least she’s finally showing some skin. I guess I have you to thank for that? Hmm. She was so painfully shy, I’m glad she’s found a nice man to take care of her.”

“Yes, well—”

“And I hear you have a harem. That’s lovely, I always wanted my darling Felimie to be a part of a harem. Now she has plenty of other women to spend time with. She’s bisexual too, you know? So maybe she can date your other girlfriends. That would be lovely.” 

The conversation, if it could be called that, was getting weirder by the second. Solon wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say. Then again, Aired was talking so fast he didn’t have a chance to say anything. Solon stood still, taking in the endless stream of information in shock. 

“Mum!” Felimie shouted. Aired turned to her, mouth hanging open. 

“What’s wrong, darling?” Aired wasn’t the only one who was surprised. Solon couldn’t remember ever seeing Felimie shout either. 

“I know you're excited that I have a boyfriend now, but please slow down.” Felimie handed her a drink. Aired took it with a huff. 

“Oh, it’s not a big deal. Solon doesn’t mind, do you?” 

Both women looked at him expectantly. “... no.” 

Felimie rolled her eyes. “He’s just being polite. I’m going to check on lunch. Please, talk like a normal person.” 

Aired gasped, holding a hand to her chest in shock. “I say. I never thought my daughter would be so rude.” Felimie left the room, not reacting. Aired sat down with a silly grin. “Sorry, I guess I got a little excited. I had started to think Felimie would never find anyone.” 

Solon sat across from her. “I understand. I can tell you care about your daughter a lot.” 

“I do. So, make sure you don’t hurt her, or you’ll have to deal with me.” Aired narrowed her eyes, looking intimidating for a split second. Then she laughed. “Ha… I’m just joking. I can tell that you're a good seed.” 

This was more like what Lex had told Solon about. Solon did his best to appear serious, making sure she could see the strength of his convictions. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt Felimie no matter what. Your daughter’s very special to me, and I plan to take excellent care of her.” 

Aired looked at him oddly. Multiple emotions were warring across her face, but the principal amongst them was sadness. Solon had no idea what he had done wrong, but seeing how upset she looked, he felt compelled to apologise. 

“Lunch is ready,” Felimie said, coming in with some plates. She placed the first dish in front of Solon. “Mum, can you help me with the dishes?” 

Aired jumped up, rushing out of the room before Solon could say another word.


Chapter 9: Lunch with Aired 

Once the food was served, the lunch began in earnest. Solon was able to relax as he ate. Aired was cheerful to a fault and absolutely thrilled that her daughter was happy. Felimie proved to be a good cook, creating a variety of dishes, including some Labity-style pâté. Since they had been dating, Felimie had never offered to cook because her apartment had such a small kitchen. Solon had assumed she wasn’t capable of it.  

For the main course, she covered the table with various vegetables and meats. Solon had been given a plate with pita bread. “You pick what you like and construct a wrap,” Felimie said, tearing a pocket in her bread to demonstrate. She filled it with vegetables.  

“What meat is this?” Solon asked, pointing at the small bowl filled with cubed meat.  

“Chicken.”  

“Woah. You didn’t have to spend so much on me,” Solon said. He consciously took only a little. Most people got their meat from monsters, as it was cheaper. Lots of adventurers killed monsters and left their corpses behind. Enterprising scavengers would then gather the bodies and sell them at the market. Sometimes, they worked with adventurers who would deliver the bodies, like Mina had once. Other times, they searched in areas they knew adventurers had been in the hopes of getting lucky. Chickens relied on animal husbandry, an unusual practice where animals were specially bred for food. It required land and crops to feed them, so was naturally much more expensive.  

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic.” Aired grabbed a handful of meat, filling her pocket. “I raise them in my backyard.”  

“You're a farmer?” As far as Solon knew, most of the farmers had left after the druids' attack. The Deji were trying to tempt them to return, but there had been few takers so far. This was part of the reason chicken had gone from pricey to exorbitantly expensive.  

“Oh, nothing so proper. I just have a small henhouse for eggs. Sometimes, I accidentally get a rooster and eat it.” Aired picked up a bowl filled with hard-boiled eggs. “Speaking of.”  

Solon took an egg. Unsure what to do with it, he cut it into slices and put it in his wrap. Yoke got on his fingers, so he licked them clean. “Interesting. It must be peaceful raising chickens.”  

“You’ve never had chickens, have you?”  

“No.”   


“That explains it.” Aired laughed, her voice light and airy. “But I suppose, compared to being an adventurer, it is. Your life sounds very dramatic.”   

“How so?”  

“Didn’t you almost get killed by a demon general?” Aired asked.  

“Oh, right… that.” Solon felt phantom pain in his legs. “Yes, that wasn’t fun.”  

Aired snorted. “That wasn’t fun,” she parroted. “You're a master of under-reaction.” 

“It’s the life of an adventurer. Danger is part of the job.” Solon bit into his wrap. Bits fell out onto his plate.  

“That’s true. Which is why I want to ask you not to take Felimie with you.” Solon swallowed painfully.  

“Huh?”   


“Mum, we talked about this,” Felimie said, looking annoyed.   

“We did. And I know I can’t stop you.” Aired never took her eyes off Solon. “But you can, Solon. I know you know what happened to my husband. It’s not safe out there for her kind. You said you’d take care of her. Well then, don’t take her on your dangerous mission.”  

The pleasant atmosphere disappeared, replaced with one filled with apprehension. Solon sighed. “I understand why you're concerned—”  

“Good. Then don’t take her with you,” Aired said. Solon looked at Felimie. She was waiting for his reaction.  

“And I won’t tell you that you're wrong. The world is a dangerous place, and that’s not likely to change anytime soon. But that’s why I want Felimie to come with me. I want to show her the world. The fact is, Flamburg isn’t safe either. Not really. It might seem like it is, but I was attacked in these very streets. And I doubt there’s anywhere in this world I would say is truly different. But at least if Felimie is with me, she’ll have 3 people who care about her to protect her.”   

Aired stared at him for a long time, as if expecting him to say more. Solon didn't. Aired’s eyes shifted to her daughter. “How do you feel about this?”  

“I…” Felimie looked down at the table. “... I don’t want to put myself in needless danger. But the truth is, when we were exploring the labyrinth, I felt more alive than ever before. I know it’s dangerous, but I’m willing to take that risk.”  

Aired’s lip curled. Solon half expected her to lunge at him. Then she barked with laughter. “Looks like I can’t convince either of you. Well, I’m hardly surprised. You are your father's daughter. It’s only natural you’d be just like him.”  

Felimie looked mystified at the mention of her father. Solon didn’t know all the details, but Felimie had warned him not to bring him up, as Aired often got tense when he was mentioned. “I’m like Dad?”  

“He wasn’t shy like you. I guess that’s my influence,” Aired said. She took a bite of her wrap; nothing fell out. “But he was adventurous. I asked him to settle down with me somewhere remote, but I knew he never would. That wasn’t the type of man he was. He always wanted to see the world, and he showed me a lot of it.” Aired smile wistfully. “He’d be so proud if he saw the young woman you’ve grown into today.”  

Felimie’s eyes watered. She rubbed them with her sleeve. “Thank you.”  

Aired took a long draught from her glass. “I know I can’t stop you. I’ll just have to get used to being worried.”  

Felimie sniffed. “I promise I won’t do anything too dangerous.”  

“I meant what I said. I’m going to protect her,” Solon said. Aired looked at him, smiling peacefully.  

“You better. Or you’ll have an angry widow with nothing to lose after you.” It got tense again. No one said anything for a long moment, then Aired laughed again. Just as fast as it had come, the tension lifted. “You really need to develop a sense of humour, Solon. Not everything is life and death!”


Chapter 10: Money Talks 

Solon felt good. The lunch hadn’t gone the way he expected, but it still felt like he was forming a good relationship with Aired. After the tense conversation, they chatted more casually, and she seemed to enjoy talking to him based on how often she laughed. Solon wasn’t used to being teased so much, but he got used to it. It was kind of endearing in a way; her lack of formality forced him to match her. 

After he left, he ran some errands. Raven and Mina were preparing most of what they needed for the journey, but Solon had some things he preferred to do himself. He checked his own equipment and made sure he had enough money for any stops. Unlike previous jobs, they would be passing through several villages to break up the journey, so he wanted to have the option to buy things. 

Rising Phoenix provided its members with many services. One of the more often overlooked ones was its banking. At no extra charge, they would take care of the members' cash, protecting it indefinitely, provided they stayed a member. Even if they were to leave, they could keep money with the guild for a small recurring fee. 

Approaching the desk, Solon found Daisy there. She waved when she saw him, chewing on something. “Back again, sugar, what do ya need this time?” 

“We’re planning to take this mission.” Solon handed her the flyer. “I trust it’s not been taken.” 

“You're in luck.” She took the mission, stamping it. “It’s all yours. Anything else?” 

“I need some money from my account, and if possible, I’d like to buy a map of the area I’ll be travelling through.” Daisy dropped below the counter, rummaging through a compartment Solon couldn’t see. He heard doors slamming and papers shuffling, then she reappeared with 3 sheets of paper. “This is a map of the midwestern part of Nexus. Sorry. It’s a few years old; no one tends to take the low-paying map update jobs, so it's the best we got.” 

“I didn’t even know that was a job,” Solon said, looking at the dusty map. It had villages marked with circles, while towns and cities were squares. All were labelled, as were other things of interest, like hills and known dungeons. 

“It’s B-Rank, and pays 50 gold per update, if it’s confirmed,” Daisy said. 

“For a B-Rank? That’s awful.”  


“Yep. That’s why no one does it, sugar.” Daisy chewed her gum. “Now, how much do ya want from your account? If you need more than 10,000 gold, you need to give us a couple days to get it together.”  

“I don’t need that much. Just some spending money, say… 500 gold?” Solon failed to plan a budget, so guessed. Daisy didn’t seem surprised and went around the back to collect the money. 

“Since you're going that way anyway, you should really take the map update quest as a side job. There’s no time limit or nothing,” she called from the back. 

“I’m not a cartographer.” 

“Who said anything about being a cartographer? Just tell us if you see a dungeon, or if a village has been destroyed.” Daisy reappeared with a coin purse, jiggling it with a toothy grin. “So, ya want me to sign you up, sugar?” 

“... Sure. Although I doubt I’ll find any destroyed villages.” Daisy pursed her lips, handing him the bag. “Wait, does that really happen?” 

“Constantly,” Daisy said. “Feel free to count it, by the way. I can tell ya want to.” 

“Thanks.” Solon poured out the coins, beginning to count them. Despite being referred to as gold coins, the currency of Nexus fortunately was not based on individual coins. 500 coins would be unwieldy, no matter what they were made of. Instead, Daisy had given him a combination of coins worth 10, 20, and 50 gold coins. He counted them quickly, confirming there was the right amount. Then he counted again. “Okay, I’m satisfied.” 

“Finicky thing, aren’t ya?” 

“Sorry.” 

“Don’t apologise. I ain’t that sensitive.” Daisy snorted. 

“So, villages really get destroyed?” Solon had heard of it happening a few times, usually in times of war or when a dungeon suddenly sprung up too close for comfort. 

“Yep. I’m telling ya, follow the trail and at least 1 will be gone. There’s a reason I live in the city; it’s safer.” 

Solon scrunched his face up. “We were attacked by druids literally last year.” 

Daisy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and I was surrounded by the strongest guys in the city. Heck, I’ve got better security than Lord Flam.” 

“Point.” Solon lifted the map, revealing another underneath it.

“That there is a map of the middle of Nekomi. It’s even older; we don’t even have a date for it,” Daisy said, pointing at the map. “You're going to Casithe. We know that’s still there, but that’s it. Everything else on this map is so out of date it’s basically useless.”

“How much am I paying for this?” 

“It’s a gold each. Take it or leave it.” 

“Can you take it from my account?” 

“No.” 

“Fine.” Solon handed her a 10-gold piece, then got 8 singles back. The maps weren’t as good as he hoped, but considering it got him the other job, he might make a profit from owning them. Besides, dated information was better than no information at all. 

Another woman came out from the back and whispered something into Daisy’s ear. Daisy nodded, smirking at Solon. “Looks like Hagan wants a meeting with you, sugar?” 

“You couldn’t have told me that yourself?” Solon asked the retreating woman. She didn’t even turn to look at him. “Rude.” 

“She’s deaf,” Daisy said, folding her arms. “And doesn’t speak Common.” 

“Really?” 

“No.” Daisy laughed. “But maybe next time you’ll remember how this feels before you make assumptions.” 

Solon glared at her. Daisy laughed even harder. 

“Hurry up and go see Hagan. He’s not a man you want to keep waiting, ya know?”


Chapter 11: Meeting Hagan 

Hagan’s office in Flamburg was an exact clone of his office in Caprea. The only difference was that it had the signature uneven roof and floor of everywhere else in Flamburg. The wall colour, the oversized desk, and the chairs were all identical. It even had a large bay window. Solon wondered if there was some common template they were working off, or if Hagan had gone out of his way to make his office feel the same. He knew Hagan had to travel between the different branches frequently; maybe he liked the familiarity.  

Hagan was sitting behind his desk; his chair raised to its maximum height so he could look down on Solon. Solon sat across from him calmly. “You wanted to see me?”  

“I did. I’ve noticed that since I left, you stopped taking missions with Angel,” Hagan said. Solon raised a brow at that. He didn’t think Hagan would care.  

“We had a falling out. She’s no longer a part of my team.” 

Hagan leaned over his desk. “Why?”  

“She was disloyal. I don’t need teammates I can’t trust.”  

Hagan frowned at him. “How was she disloyal?”  

Solon explained what happened in Labity, including Angel’s deal with Sapphire. Naturally, Solon abridged the story to hide his crimes. Throughout it all, Hagan stayed quiet, listening intently. “Frankly, after what happened, I think she should be expelled from the guild.”  

“That’s a bold claim.” Hagan narrowed his eyes. “Do you really think it’s your place to tell me who can and cannot be a member of my guild?”  

“I was merely expressing an opinion.” Solon wasn’t going to push to have Angel removed. It felt petty, and he hadn’t seen her since Labity. He suspected she was working with Sapphire. 

“Well, don’t. If I want your opinion, I will ask for it.” Hagan revved his aura. It was just as strong, maybe stronger than the last time. Hagan truly was an amazing wizard. Yet, Solon wasn’t afraid in the slightest. He met Hagan’s gaze calmly. Having felt the overwhelming power of Gorgath, a mortal like Hagan simply wasn’t scary. That wasn’t to say he wasn’t stronger than Solon. Solon knew that he would never beat Hagan in a fair fight. Even with his whole team, he wouldn’t be confident. But he didn’t invoke the overwhelming terror Gorgath had. Solon’s aura held him at bay, keeping him insulated and relaxed despite the difference in their abilities.  

“You’ve grown some balls,” Hagan said, relaxing his aura. “Good for you.”  

“Thanks. I guess.” Solon scratched his cheek. “Can I go now? Or do you want to ask me more weirdly personal questions?”   


“Don’t push it.” Hagan levelled Solon with a firm look. “I’m on your side because Sapphire is a bitch, but that doesn’t mean we’re equals.”   

“On my side?”  

“What I mean is that the guild is backing that load of horseshit you told me as if it’s the truth. Congratulations.” Hagan clapped his hands. “You're a hero, and not a criminal. But remember this, tough guy, if you cause me this much trouble ever again, I won’t hesitate to throw you to the wolves. Do I make myself clear?”  

“I don’t understand. Queen Imra vouched for us; why would we need the guild to back us up?”  

“Not the sharpest knife in the drawer, are you?” Hagan asked. Solon frowned at the insult. 

“Queen Imra’s voice doesn’t carry much weight now that Labity’s officially under the direct supervision of Nexus. And while the Deji may need proof —” he said proof like it was a silly concept, “— King John isn’t so weak. If he wished for your head, he could take it with or without proof. Fortunately for you, I’m covering your ass. So don’t go getting lippy because if you piss me off, I might change my mind.”   

Solon felt terrified. He had thought he got away with his less than stellar judgement. It seemed he had been too optimistic. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate the help.”  

Hagan rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a kiss ass. You're in my guild, that means I look out for you.” 

“It does?” This was the first Solon had heard of it. Seeing the look on Hagan’s face, he suspected that wasn’t the right response.  

“It does. Even when you're being a stupid pissant, I’ll forgive you,” he confirmed grimly. Hagan stood up, looking out the bay window. “You should consider doing the same.” 

“Are we talking about Angel again?” Solon was struggling to keep up with everything that was going on. Hagan was throwing so much at him so fast, and he still didn’t know what to make of it. “Or Sapphire?”  

“Why on Gaia’s leafy chest would I want you to forgive that especially large thorn in my ass?” Hagan still wasn’t looking at him. “Stop acting like an idiot on purpose. You know why I’m doing this.” 

Solon had no idea why Hagan was doing this. It all seemed so random and chaotic. Was Hagan screwing with him? Did he think Solon was valuable because he was an A-rank? Solon knew that there were dozens of other adventurers within Rising Phoenix that were stronger than him. Heck, Flamburg itself had at least 5, and that was just the ones he had seen fighting at some point or another. “Um…” 

“I’m done talking. You may leave.”  

Solon wished he knew what had just happened. But he could tell he wasn’t going to get any more out of Hagan. Rather than risk pissing off his apparent guardian angel, he got up and left the room. I need to talk to Mina and Raven about this. Solon wished that he’d had the members of his team with him for the meeting. While he wasn’t afraid of Hagan in the same way he used to be, he was now confused and concerned. Hagan was helping him for now, but if he didn’t know why he was helping him, he had no way of knowing if he would stop.


Chapter 12: Ghost Town 

After consulting the maps, Solon found 2 sensible routes to Casithe. They could follow a chain of loosely connected villages, each about a day's walk apart, that zigzagged towards Casithe. The advantage of this was that they could rest in an inn each night, assuming the settlements were large enough to have an inn. The disadvantage was that it would take 10 days rather than 7 and would cost more to rent the rooms they would need.  

The other choice was to make a beeline for Casithe. If they did this, there was only one town on the way to stop off at: Crossbar.   

They decided to take the direct route. They had to camp a few times, but that wasn’t a big deal. They camped all the time when out on missions, and Raven was more than capable of hunting for food. Felimie had a little more trouble, struggling with the relative insecurity of sleeping in a tent. Solon assured her the night watch would keep them safe, but he still noticed she didn't sleep well the first night.  

Fortunately, the following night her fatigue won out, and she slept well. After that, she got used to the concept. Solon never had her take a watch, even as part of a pair, leaving it to himself, Mina and Raven. If they were attacked, he wanted someone combat-capable at the ready. As it happened, there were no monster attacks or even sightings. It was unusual but not unwelcome. Less welcome was the lack of any animals to hunt. Even Raven struggled, meaning they had to eat bland rations to get by. But they had plenty, so they weren't at risk of starving. 

So it was that on their fourth day of travel they finally reached Crossbar. Crossbar was a farming community. While not large enough to have a guild of its own, it was nonetheless a significant settlement. At least, according to the map. What they found was a ghost town. Spiked sticks formed a perimeter around it. While there were lots of houses and buildings about, there was no sign of anyone living in the town at all. The farms had crops growing in them, but there were animals eating them with impunity.  

“What do you think? Should we keep moving?” Solon asked. He watched a cow wander between the palisades. He wondered if they could slaughter the cow, but it probably belonged to someone.  

“I was hoping to sleep in a bed,” Felimie said.  

“It’s possible some of the residents remain. These crops must have been planted this year.” Mina looked at the purple grains to their right. They were turning brown and dying; they were overdue to be harvested. “I find it odd that a farmer would flee his land so readily.”   

“A monster probably drove them out. If there’s no one strong enough to get rid of it, a village like this can be overrun easily.” Solon sighed, his hands in his pockets. “I’m sure whatever it is, we can handle it. It’s not like there’s any high-ranking dungeons nearby. Heck, it might’ve even come from Mt. Mene.”  

“I’m in. Let’s go.” Raven strutted into town fearlessly. 

I guess Felimie’s not the only one missing the comforts of civilisation. Raven rarely complained, but she had left the druids because she didn’t like the lifestyle. It made sense that sleeping outside was part of what she didn’t like. Next time we’ll take the route with more inns.  

They quickly caught up with Raven and started exploring the town. They searched exhaustively, but there wasn’t much to see. There was some blood splatter and some damage to the houses, but no people. They tried the local inn. It was in utter disarray, with tables and chairs smashed into kindling. The bar had been destroyed, along with all the drinks behind it. Next, they went to the temple, but it was in no better condition. The doors were destroyed, exposing the inside to the elements. Nothing has been taken; the altar pieces and holy books were strewn about haphazardly. They even found a house that was unlocked, with dinner still on the table. It had long since gone mouldy.  

“The monsters must have already left,” Solon said. Raven’s eyes glowed. She looked troubled.  

“There wasn’t a monster.”  

“Raven’s right. If this were a monster, there would be corpses,” Mina said.  

“Not necessarily.” Lots of monsters eat human corpses. “If there wasn’t a monster, then what—” Raven tackled Solon, throwing him to the ground. An arrow shot through the space his head had previously occupied, burying itself in the wall.  

“Dang it, Killer. I told ye to be quiet,” a high-pitched, irritating voice said. He had a thick accent that Solon couldn’t place. Turning to the source, Solon saw a pair of scrawny-looking orcs, one holding a bow and arrow, the other a club.  

Mina stepped forward, hands on her hips. “Brave sirs, I must protest this course of action. I appreciate that we may seem like criminals to you, but we only entered your house because we believed it to be unoccupied.”  

The orcs shared a look, dumbfounded. Solon was surprised, too. He couldn’t believe Mina didn’t get what was going on. Obviously, the orcs were part of the group that killed everyone in town. Solon didn’t know what they had done with the bodies, but it was obvious they were involved somehow. Felimie had wisely slunk into a corner, out of sight.  

“Erm, well, yous see, we’re the er ... sheriffs in this here town. The names Bilge,” the bow-wielding orc said, smiling in such a way as to show off his sharp fangs. “There’s been a lot of trouble with the break-ins and the enter-ins lately. So ye can understan’ our concern.” 

“How troubling. Are you 2 the only ones enforcing justice in this town?” Mina asked. Solon and Raven got back up, subtly preparing for a fight. Whatever Mina was doing, it was buying them time. 

Bilge looked at Killer, who shrugged dumbly. “We ... er ... have a pussy, wait… no that ain’t right …” 

“I believe the word you are looking for is posse, unless you are talking about a cat,” Mina said, smiling good-naturedly.  

“That’s it.” Bilge pointed at her excitedly. “We’re with a posse over at the mayor's house.”  

“Interesting. As the sheriff, I trust you’re the authority in charge of this… posse.”  

“That’s right.”  

“No, ye ain’t. Big Uloth is in charge,” Killer said, scratching his head with his club. “Ye know she don’t like others saying they're in charge.”  

“Ah, Big Uloth. And tell me, how many of you are working for this Big Uloth?”  

“Why do ye wanna know?” Bilge asked, narrowing his eyes.  

Mina smiled disarmingly. “I’m merely concerned about the state of your village. We saw blood and thought you might have been attacked.” 

“That’s… oh, fuck it.” Bilge tried to raise his bow. Tried. Mina Ki Stepped and broke it like a twig in her hand, then kicked him in his chest. A loud crack sounded, then Bilge fell to the floor unconscious.  

“Ah!” Killer raised his club, earning a punch to the face for his trouble. His head snapped back, his neck bones sticking out. He fell to the ground bonelessly.  

Mina sighed, rubbing her knuckles against her tunic. “Pity. I had hoped we would learn more from them before we had to kill them.”  

Solon stepped out to join her. “How did you know for certain they were bad guys?”  

“Aside from them trying to kill you without any warning?” Solon tilted his head, conceding the point. Mina bent down to the orc's level, shifting his shirt to reveal a tattoo of a cat with slit eyes and demonic horns. She said, “They’re Helkiti.” 

“Fuck.” Solon spat on the corpse. He confirmed the other was dead as well. “What are they doing here?”  

“What are Helkiti?” Raven asked.  

Solon was surprised she didn’t know; living in the woods, she wouldn’t hear much about the outside world. But even so, the Helkiti were so universally reviled he assumed everyone knew them.  

“They’re Gai worshippers.”


Chapter 13: New Temple

Natsu shifted in his seat, trying to relieve the pain in his backside. He had been behind his desk for too long. He stared at the map of the city in despair. Natsu always knew he would someday be the lord of the Deji. He had believed himself to be special, the most special. He worshipped Soleil more vehemently than any other, so naturally she would ensure he was guided to a position which would help him spread her love. 

It was ironic that since becoming the lord of Labity, Natsu had felt more disconnected from Soleil than ever. All his time was spent in his new office, trying to find a way to maintain order in the city. Crime was up, as was poverty and most other bad things. He knew logically that this was because Gorgath had caused so much damage. But that didn’t make him feel any better about his complete inability to do anything about it. How he longed to bathe in Soleil’s light again, but he was trapped in his office, desperately trying to resolve issues beyond his capabilities. 

“Lord Natsu, High Priestess Helene is here to see you,” Margeret said. She was a short woman with long blonde hair and a stick-thin build. Once upon a time, she wouldn’t have been able to join the Deji. Since Gorgath’s attack, they had been dangerously short-staffed. King John had given them permission to recruit new members to replace those who died against Gorgath, but that didn’t mean it was easy. Training to use ki or magic took years, not weeks. 

So it was that Natsu had made his first big decision since becoming lord. He allowed the unblessed to join the ranks of the Deji. Technically, this had always been allowed. In practice, many of the upper ranks, including at one time Natsu himself, had taken steps to ensure that only those with access to magic and ki were able to get recruited. Margaret was the first step to rectifying that mistake. While he couldn’t have such a weak woman patrolling the streets — especially when they were so short-staffed that she would be alone — he could find a use for her. As it happened, she was able to read and write, so Natsu made her his secretary. Usually, the position of secretary was granted only to high-ranking members, but this was ridiculous as it meant a powerful warrior would be taken away from a position where they could help people. Margaret had done a fine job since she began, proving that being blessed was not a requirement for being a fine Deji. 

“Tell her I’ll be through in a minute. I’m nearly done here.” 

“Yes, Lord.” Margaret curtseyed before she left. Natsu didn’t know why she started doing that; he never told her to. He took one last look at the map, willing a solution to the troop shortage to appear. When it didn’t, he made his way out of the office. 

Helene was waiting for him in the Deji’s dining quarters. He could have met her in his office, but he feared that would send the wrong message. She was here as an equal, not a supplicant. “High Priestess Helene, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Lord Natsu.” 

Natsu took a seat across from her. Without being asked, Margaret placed a pair of steaming coffees on the table between them. Natsu mouthed a thank you to her. Since becoming lord, he had relied on the stuff. It shamed him to go against Soleil’s teachings that sleep was sacred, but practicality won out when he had so many duties to attend to. Natsu grabbed his coffee, taking a sip that scalded his tongue. “Did you have a pleasant journey?” 

“I did. But if I might be direct, I’m here to talk about the temple, specifically why you are preventing its construction.” Natsu smiled wider, hoping to put her at ease. He had written to Lady Cyra about this repeatedly, although he still did not understand her goals. 

“It’s not the temple we oppose.” Natsu still felt odd using the royal we. “It’s the templars you intend to station within it.” 

“The Order’s templars have never been an issue before. In fact, on many occasions the Templars and the Deji have taken part in joint training exercises.” 

“I met many good friends during those exercises,” Natsu said. Technically, that had been how he first met Solon, though he was not a templar and Natsu wasn’t sure if Solon would consider him a friend. Natsu had written to him twice since he left Labity, but had yet to receive a response. “But you must understand, the situation has changed.” 


“How so?” 

Natsu swallowed. He really didn’t want to have to say this. “The incident in Necrum.” 

“Oh.” Helene deflated. “I had wondered if that would be part of the reason.” At the solstice, a former Templar had attacked Icereach, a city in Necrum. After that, evidence had come out that the Order had been trying to implant monsters into children to create stronger Templars. “You must realise that was an isolated incident. The parties involved have all been removed from the Order and had been before it occurred in fact. The current Phases would never allow something like that to happen today.” 

“I believe you.” He really did. “But this isn’t my decision alone. The Deji need to prioritise the security of this city above all else. Since Gorgath’s attack, that hasn’t been easy.” Natsu thought again about his patrols. “We simply can’t afford to have a paramilitary presence in this city that isn’t us.” 

Technically, Imra still had a city guard. But in practice, they were only maintaining the city’s perimeter and her personal residences' security. After Septimius’ betrayal, she hadn’t been allowed to keep enough men under her to risk another insurrection. “So that’s it? No temple.” 

“You can have a temple,” Natsu insisted. “Just no Templars. We will provide you security, just like the rest of the city.” Helene narrowed her eyes at him. Natsu thought she might start yelling, but instead she said nothing. “This really is the best I can do.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Um…” Natsu wasn’t supposed to say that. 

“You're the lord of the Deji in this city, aren’t you? This is your decision.” Natsu didn’t want to risk saying something stupid again, so he stayed silent. “Cyra told you to say this, didn’t she?” 

“No.”  


“Yes, she did. I knew she was lying when she said she would try to persuade you.” Natsu didn’t know that Lady Cyra had spoken with the Order. She said she was staying out of it.  

What else has she lied to me about? Natsu swallowed nervously. Soleil didn’t approve of lying, so he avoided it most of the time. She was the grand arbiter of truth and justice. But he knew that Lady Cyra would want him to lie in this case. “This… is how things have to be.” 

Helene picked up her coffee, huffing with frustration. “You know, you don’t have to do whatever she says just because she’s your boss.”


Chapter 14: The Helkiti

The Helkiti were the most hated people on Gaia. Very few people were dumb enough to worship a god that called for the end of all life. They saw things differently. They felt that Gai’s fury was justified, and that they therefore had to make regular sacrifices to appease him. This took the form of attacking other nations, often wiping out entire regions before they were stopped. 

They initially rose to prominence as one of the warring duchies in what was once the orcish empire, Mightush. After the Demon Wars, the Mightushy royal family had been entirely wiped out. No one could make a strong enough claim for the throne, so the Mightushy lands devolved into a long and bloody civil war. The other nations were too exhausted to care, much less intervene. Perhaps if they had, the Helkiti would never have risen to power. They now controlled over half of the former orcish lands as well as Surpost Island to the southeast and were trying furiously to take over Twilsis, the most powerful of the surviving orcish duchies.

Many nations supported Twilsis in some capacity, usually indirectly. The elves' attempts to intervene had been a disaster; the destruction of their army and the subsequent loss of Surpost Island played a key role in the empire's final collapse — although with the imperial line wiped out, it was only a matter of time. After that, no one was brave enough to send troops; instead, they sent financial support and weapons in the hope that Twilsis would hold them off indefinitely. So far, this had worked.

All good things must come to an end. 

Solon and his team dragged the bodies into the house, closing the door behind them. “Is it possible they’re the only ones?” Solon asked. 

“No,” Raven said, looking at him blandly. It was a stupid question. He just wanted to hear that there was a chance. 

“These 2 wouldn’t be strong enough to cause this much chaos. There must be a full fighting force. They likely came up the Whitechalk river.” Surpost island was to the southeast of the mainland, literally the opposite end of the continent from the other part of Helkiti’s territory. Regardless, no one had tried to capture it. It was a natural stronghold which they'd reinforced with dozens of castles and a massive garrison. 

“We’ll need to report this as soon as we can. King John can send an army to destroy the Helkiti,” Solon said. 

“Should we try to find a village?” Felimie asked. “I could check the map.” 

“We’d be better off waiting until we reach Drakesharbour. A village would never be able to raise a fighting force big enough to make a difference, nor would they have the means to contact the main army faster than us,” Mina said. “If we make haste, we could reach Drakesharbour by nightfall tomorrow.” 

Everyone looked at Solon. As team leader, it was his decision what they did. “Mina’s right. We need to leave now. The sooner we raise the alarm; the sooner something can be done about this.” 

The group quickly packed up, heading out of town. They walked quickly, no longer wishing to search the village. They were nearly out when Mina scrunched up her nose in disgust. “Do you smell that?” 

“Smell what?” Solon asked.

“We’re walking towards it.” They kept moving cautiously. The scent grew until even Solon could smell it. It became clear what it was once they reached the edge of town. 

It was a pile of bodies. They hadn’t even had the decency to bury them. They just stacked them one on top of the other, beaten and bloodied. Felimie threw up. Solon put a hand on her back. “Don’t look at it. It’ll only upset you.” 

He didn’t follow his own advice. The sight of so many dead had rattled him to his core. He wanted to bury them, or burn them, but he didn’t have the time to do either. There was only one thing he could do. 

He took off his helmet. His companions followed his lead. It had been a long time since he had performed funeral rites. “Mene, please guide these lost souls to their appropriate destinations. Their lives were stolen, but their souls still belong with the goddesses.” 

Normally, a priest would talk for much longer, begging the goddesses to care for the souls of the departed in a more personal way. Solon knew the words, but they wouldn’t come. He remained silent, taking in the horrors before him. Eventually, he turned back to the road. 

“Let’s go. We need to reach Drakesharbour.” 

***

The presence of 2 Helkiti meant there was likely a larger fighting force nearby. Mina had gathered what information she could, but they couldn’t be sure how many men they had. Considering they had wiped out everyone in the village before they could even raise the alarm, it was likely a considerable force. More than 3 adventurers could hope to fight by themselves. Felimie hated that she would be a burden if fighting were to break out. 

They didn’t slow down even when they could no longer see the village. They needed to reach Drakesharbour and warn the lord as soon as possible. The longer they waited, the more damage the Helkiti would be able to do. They had hoped they would be able to reach the city without seeing any more Helkiti. 

This proved to be optimistic. They were travelling down a road flanked on either side by woods. After several hours of relentless movement, they were getting tired, but they pushed on as fast as was practical. Then they saw them. Waiting for them at the end of the road was a troop waving the Helkiti flag. 

“We should turn around.” Felimie turned back, seeing another group of orcs waving a matching flag. “Oh no.” 

Felimie felt terrified. She was not a warrior. Monsters were one thing. They were predictable and had known weaknesses. People were different. 

“Stay calm. There’s not that many of them; if we fight, we might be able to scare them off. Everyone, stay within my chains.” Solon was fearless. He started shooting chains about, forming a perimeter around them. He also created statues from his chains, before wrapping Felimie from head to toe in them. He did the same to Mina and Raven, although he left Raven’s eyes uncovered so her shooting wouldn’t be affected. Felimie could still see through the gaps in the links, although Solon assured her that she would not be fighting. A group of horsemen charged towards them from either side, screeching a revolting war cry in Helspeak. Felimie’s command of the language was limited; she had only ever studied it in writing. But she recognised it as a prayer for the end of days. Raven loosed arrow after arrow, felling horsemen one by one. They maintained their pace. The Helkiti did not care that their brothers in arms died. To them, all death was righteous.

The first wave of horsemen arrived. A net fell on them, causing the horses to cry out in fear. The soldiers tried to save themselves, but in the chaos, many were killed by their own horses. The orcs on the other side stopped short, their horses rearing back in fear. The leader, a large woman with thick muscles and a fat gut, dismounted. She pulled a ridiculously large sword from a sheath on her back. Felimie refused to believe such a weapon could be remotely practical. 

“Come at me, heathens. I, Big Uloth, shall smite you in the name of Gai!” 

Raven tried to kill her with an arrow, but she deflected it with the flat of her sword. Then her troops charged. They were more cautious. Only a couple were caught in Solon’s net, and with no horses they were only restrained rather than killed. Felimie fell behind Solon, trusting him to protect her. Covered in chains as she was, she was indistinguishable from the fakes, so she stayed very still, hoping to avoid drawing attention to herself. 

An orc struck a statue with a club. His weapon sank into the chains, which then snaked up its length towards his face. He screamed, trying to pull them free, but this achieved nothing except letting the chains enter his mouth. He stopped screaming. 

Felimie had never seen Solon like this before. His chains were everywhere. Mina and Raven were fighting as well, but they could only take on one opponent at a time. It felt like Solon was fighting everyone. Chains constantly sprang up, choking and killing orcs one after the other. He didn’t bother restraining them, going straight for the kill. By the time the enemy knew what was going on, half of them were already dead. 

“Mage, I will end you!” Big Uloth charged, raising her giant sword to end Solon’s life. He formed a shield made of chains. When the sword landed, it wrapped around it just like the other orcs. She released her weapon, trying to flee. Solon didn’t let her. 4 chains shot out of his body towards her, one for each limb. “Let me go, heathen.” 

“Big Uloth,” one of the orcs cried. 

“So, you're the one responsible for what happened to that village?” Solon’s voice was devoid of emotion. For the first time ever, Felimie felt afraid of Solon. 

“I destroyed it in the name of Gai. If you kill me now, I’ll be rewarded for my actions.” 

“Let’s test that theory.” Chains started pushing into her mouth. She tried to keep her lips closed, but they snaked their way inside. A sickening gagging sound filled the air. She thrashed about furiously, then stopped. Solon released her, letting her fall to the ground limply. His chains were dripping with blood. “Who’s next?” 

The remaining survivors hesitated. They were surrounded by the bodies of their companions. They hadn’t managed to injure even one of them. “For Lord Gai!” 

Raven planted an arrow in the throat of the brave orc. This seemed to break the will of the remainder, who tried to flee into the forest. “Don’t let them escape. We can’t risk them telling their commander about us.” 

Mina and Raven were brutal in their pursuit. A combination of arrows and Ki Steps ensured that in less than a minute there wasn’t a single survivor left. Solon used his chains to choke the orcs on the ground to death, ensuring that none were faking. A few struggled but quickly stopped as he broke their necks. 

Mina and Raven returned. “Did any get away?” he asked. 

“No,” Raven said. 

“I ensured there were no survivors.” 

“Good.” Solon took a step towards Felimie. The chains encasing her disappeared. She stepped back. “Felimie?” 

“I—” Felimie had never seen so many people die before. There were too many to count, and it had all happened so quickly. Solon raised a hand. Felimie remembered the sight of his chains shooting out and down the orc woman's throat. She flinched. 

Solon lowered his hand, looking stricken. “I see. We should… we should keep moving. We need to reach Drakesharbour.”


Chapter 15: Drakesharbour 

“We appreciate you coming all this way to warn us, but we already knew the Helkiti had infiltrated the countryside,” Buffy said. Buffy was the captain of the Drakesharbour city garrison. She was a blonde woman who wore heavy armour and had a jagged scar across her nose. They had secured a meeting with her shortly after arriving in the city.  

“Are troops being sent to deal with them?” Solon asked.  

“That’s none of your business.” Solon reeled back.  

“We fought them. I think it’s by definition our business.”  

“No. It isn’t. You are mercenaries. If we hire you, it’s your business. Until that time, it’s the business of the army. Now get out. I have more important things to deal with.”  

Solon tried a few more times, but Buffy was intractable. Seeing he was getting nowhere; he left the soldiers to their work.  

“Well, at least they know what’s going on,” Solon said once they were outside the keep.  

“I’m afraid that is nothing unusual. Lord Drake is a competent man, but he does not welcome outside help,” Mina said. “We’ve delivered our warning. That is all we can do at this time. For now, we should return to our mission.”  

“Let’s spend a night here. I need some rest.” It was close to midnight; a full moon shone in the sky, providing light. They had tried to speak to a captain immediately upon arrival, but the security checks to enter the city were as severe as in Labity. The guards refused to let them explain, insisting they enter the proper way no matter what they said. When they finally gained entry, they made a beeline for the garrison to ensure they knew about the Helkiti. “Let’s find an inn.” 

Drakesharbour was a city pressed against the Whitechalk River, which acted as the border between Nexus and Nekomi. Naturally, it was a heavily disputed location. Several times it had been conquered by the Nekomi. Because of this, it was a heavily fortified city. Different districts were separated by high walls, radiating out from the main castle. To capture the city, each of the 7 layers would need to be fought for before an enemy could reach the castle, which sat on a small hill. They were currently in Lowtown, the area closest to the river and therefore the area most prone to flooding. It was where the dockworkers and others with business interests in the river lived, although most with money would have a residence in the higher districts. Since it was winter, the ground was covered in thick mud.  

“I know a nearby inn,” Mina said. “Follow me.”  

She took them to a place that didn't have a sign in Common; it had a picture of what looked like a rotten apple. It was made of wood, with clear signs of disrepair on the outside. “Where’s the sign?” Solon asked.  

“It doesn’t have one. They cater to Nekomi and people from other countries, so they use an image instead. This is The Rotten Apple.” Mina pointed up at the sign. “Don’t worry. It’s much nicer than it looks on the outside.”  

Solon followed her inside skeptically and was pleasantly surprised. Inside it was warm and well- lit, despite the late hour. A few patrons were still up, drinking and conversing at the various tables, and a fat Nekomi bartender waved when he saw them. Mina walked up to the counter confidently.  

“Kit, you're still here,” she called, holding her arms out wide. Kit rushed around the bar excitedly, bowing to her.  

“It’s good to see you again, ma'am."  

“I’ve told you before, I don’t like it when you're so formal,” Mina said, though her tone lacked any bite. She embraced the man, who returned the gesture awkwardly. “We grew up together. It’s weird when you act like that.”  

“As you wish.” He broke the hug. “I see you’ve made some friends. How about a round on the house?”  

“I’d love to have a drink and catch up, but we’ve had a long journey. Can we get 2 rooms?” Kit looked at the group with interest.  

“2, huh? So, the rumours were true, you’ve finally found a man that can hold your interest.” Kit went behind the counter, opening a drawer and handing them 2 keys.  

“A lot has changed. I’ll tell you about it in the morning, if that’s agreeable with you.” Mina bowed as she took the keys.  

Kit snorted. “Now who’s being overly formal? I’ll be here all day tomorrow. Pop down whenever you are ready. Although, if you want breakfast, we stop serving at 8:30.”  

Solon had never heard anything so ridiculous in his life. He wanted to complain, but he didn’t want to be rude to Mina’s old friend. So reluctantly, the group headed upstairs to get what little sleep they could.


Chapter 16: Breakfast with Solon

Raven was glad to be back in a city. A short stay in nature was nostalgic, reminding her of her childhood. But it quickly got boring, like her childhood. She missed the hustle and bustle. She missed seeing people going about their business. And most of all, she missed being able to relax knowing she wasn’t going to have to defend herself or anyone else at a moment's notice. Raven loved being an adventurer, but she needed her time between adventures to not think.

Solon had point-blank refused to go to breakfast before 10, which Raven felt was fair since they didn’t get to bed until 2am. Mina had gone down, wanting to catch up with her friend Kit. Raven decided to surprise Solon with breakfast in bed. Kit provided her with a tray, and she brought a croissant — apparently a Nekomi food — and some cooked meats from a nearby store. She whistled happily when she entered the room. She was a little surprised to see Solon already up. Even weirder, he was just sitting in bed. He wasn’t reading or doing anything. He was just blankly staring ahead. 

“I brought you breakfast in bed, Master,” Raven announced, holding up the tray. 

Solon looked at her, eyes still unfocused. “Oh, great… thanks, doll.” 

Raven placed the tray on his lap; he took the knife and fork and absentmindedly cut into a piece of sausage. Raven had been working on her social skills. From the look on Solon’s face, combined with everything else, she got the feeling that something was bothering him. “What’s wrong?” 

“I…” Solon put down his fork without ever eating. “How do you feel when you kill someone?” 

Raven blinked, taken aback by the strange question. “Bad.”

“Right. That’s what you're supposed to feel, isn’t it?”

Raven sat down on the bed next to him. It was obvious he was thinking about the battle with the Helkiti. “They were terrible people. They deserved to die.” 

Solon frowned, looking down at his tray. He looked haunted. “The first time I killed someone, I was still a boy.” 

Raven didn’t expect him to say that. “What happened?” 

“Her name was Enid Rightsworth. She was 87.” Raven didn’t know how to react to that admission. “I was supposed to treat her for a lung issue that couldn’t be resolved with normal healing magic. In cases like that, we use potions to aid in the healing process. I thought she had an infection, so I gave her a potion that would kill the disease… she didn’t. She had poisoned herself by accident while cleaning. The potion mixed with the poison, and she died a day later.” 

“That’s not the same thing. You were trying to help her.” 

“I was, but I was bad at it. It made me feel so bad that I cried all night. Lex told me it was inevitable it would happen since I was training to become a priest.” Solon swallowed. “It was an accident, but it made me so sad. Yesterday, it wasn’t an accident. I killed a lot of people.” 

Raven had been too focused on herself to pay much attention to who Solon was killing, beyond ensuring no one snuck up on him. Seeing him fight, he was different from what she had seen before. More brutal. Usually, he would focus on restraining enemies. This time, he went straight for the kill. 

“I don’t feel sad,” Solon said. “I don’t really feel anything. I intentionally killed someone, and I don’t care.”

Raven hugged Solon. She didn’t know what else to do. He hugged her back uncertainly. “You had to. They were awful people. You saw what they did.” 

“I know. It makes perfect sense. I wouldn’t be upset that they’re dead if I ... It’s just… this is the first time I’ve deliberately killed anyone… I've helped kill people before, restrained them and stuff but…” he drifted off, holding her tighter. “I feel like I should care more. Especially because I killed so many people. I could feel it too. My magic lets me feel my chains. It's kind of like touch, but not quite.” Solon swallowed. Raven suspected he was talking about magic to distance himself from the real conversation. “It's almost the same as killing someone with my bare hands… Even Felimie was scared of me.” 

Raven pulled back. Solon’s expression was blank. She had seen it too. Felimie backed away from Solon. It had been a natural response to seeing someone kill dozens of people, even if they were enemies. Felimie wasn’t a warrior; she didn’t know how to handle it. Raven rested her forehead against Solon’s. “If you try to make yourself miserable, you’ll succeed.” 

“Maybe I should.” 

“No.” Raven opened her eyes, looking straight at him. Their noses were touching. “I won’t let you.” 

Solon snorted, smiling for the first time. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bum you out so early in the morning.” 

“It’s okay. You're my boyfriend; it’s my job to listen.” Raven pulled back, sensing that Solon had recovered somewhat. She pushed the tray towards him again. “Eat.” 

Solon's lips twitched into a smile, picking up his cutlery again. “You're too good to me, doll.” 

“I know.” That got a laugh out of him. Raven joined him, relieved that he felt better.


Chapter 17: Errands  

“You're introducing your human boyfriend to your grandmother,” Kit said. “That should be … interesting.”  

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen her, and with the recent alliance with Nexus, I had hoped she had … cooled… in her views,” Mina said. They were sitting in the main area of the inn. Kit was running the bar, but with so few patrons around, he was able to take a break to chat. Mina had been catching up with him since breakfast ended. Kit was an old friend. They had grown up together; they had been from different social classes, but they were good friends. But as so often happens, once Mina left home, she had drifted apart from him. They still sent the occasional letter to each other, so she knew more or less what was going on in his life, but it couldn’t compare to actually speaking to her friend.  

“I’ve not seen her in a while. I spend most of my time on this side of the river ever since I inherited this place,” Kit explained. He had inherited the inn from his cousin, a spinster who moved to Drakesharbour years ago. “The last time I saw her, she snubbed me.” Mina winced. “In fairness, she never talked to me much before. But once I married Dexter, I was persona non grata to her.” 

“Ah.”  

“I don’t envy your position. She might have tolerated your human boyfriend, but an elvish girlfriend?” Kit sucked air in through his teeth.  

“Wait, how did you know I’m dating Raven?” Mina asked. Kit laughed.  

“You are so cute sometimes,” he said, making Mina feel foolish. “I’ve known you long enough to notice when you like someone or, more accurately, someones.”  

Mina blushed, looking away. “Do you think it’ll be bad?”  

Kit’s expression confirmed what she already knew. “I hope you're ready for a war.”  

“I think I would prefer a war.”  

“Who knows? Maybe she will like them.” Mina doubted that. “Oh, speak of Gai.” Raven came down the stairs, wearing her latex maid outfit. Since they were in the city, she didn’t need to wear armour, so she was back in her casual clothes.  

“Do you have mail here?” She asked Kit, forgoing any greeting.  

“If it’s a letter, I can handle it. If it’s something bigger, you’ll need to find a courier. I can recommend a few, depending on the size and distance involved,” Kit responded, smiling good-naturedly. 

“It’s a letter.”  

“Who are you writing to?” Mina asked. She had never known Raven to write a letter to anyone. “Zlycan?”  

“Natsu.”  

“Natsu?” Raven nodded, missing the implicit question. “I didn’t know you were still conversing with him.”  

“He sent me a letter a month ago. I responded.” Raven pulled the letter out of her pocket. “He writes like a child, but it’s nice having someone to talk to.”  

“Have you written the letter, dear?” Kit asked.  

“No, I have no paper.”  

“Alas, I am also out. But there’s a general store around the corner past the clothier; they should have everything you need and be able to send the letter for you,” Kit said, pointing in the direction of the store.  

“Thanks.” Raven turned to Mina. “Solon’s restocking on some stuff here and wants to send a message to the guild — it’ll be more expensive once we’re in Nekomi. He said we’d spend one more night here, then go. He wanted me to check that was enough time for you.” 

“That's plenty. I have some things I wish to prepare for as well, but it won’t take more than a day,” Mina said. Last night Solon had been so determined to get to sleep, he hadn’t given them much of a plan. Mina was glad. In addition to her errands, she had hoped to be able to hang out with Kit for a little longer. It could be a long time before she saw him again.  

Raven walked away, then paused, turning back to them robotically. “Goodbye.”  

“Goodbye, dear.” Kit waved her off. “Nice girl. Your grandmother’s going to hate her.”


Chapter 18: Raven’s Ritual

Raven had been looking forward to this for a long time. She had purchased a new outfit for the occasion. The black catsuit clung to her like a second skin, covering every inch of her except her breasts. They hung out through a pair of holes; the fabric squeezed around them, giving them extra lift. She was wearing a hood, but it had holes allowing her to style her hair into twin tails. A zipper over her crotch promised she would be having fun soon. Sat in front of the mirror, she slowly applied deep rouge lipstick and sparkly blue eyeshadow. Raven was still an amateur at applying makeup; her lipstick was smeared and her eyeshadow uneven. Even her mascara looked wrong, though she couldn’t say how. She frowned. She wanted to look perfect for Solon, but she didn’t want to make him wait. He didn’t like waiting. 

Leaving the mirror, she opened the door and crawled into the bedroom. Solon was waiting for her, reading a book. He put it down when she entered, smirking. “You look magnificent.” 

“I tried, but I couldn’t get my makeup right. I’m—” Solon raised a hand, silencing her. 

“You look magnificent. Say it.”

Raven swallowed, sitting on her heels. “I look magnificent.” Solon smiled approvingly. Somehow, that was all it took to reassure her. She genuinely believed she looked good now. 

“Are you ready to do your first ritual?” 

“Yes, Master.” 

“A ritual,” Solon explained. “Is a special thing. It's a chance for a slave to focus entirely on pleasing their master as they complete their tasks. It’s not just about the specific task you are doing, but also about the mentality. I want you to strive to think of nothing but your obedience to me.”

“Yes, Master.” Solon had already explained the ritual to her in detail, ensuring she understood every step. Solon was meticulous about ensuring she felt safe and sure about what she was doing. “I am ready. Please may I begin my ritual?”

This was a part of it. A way of reminding her who owned her and why. She begged to serve, and Solon magnanimously allowed it. “This ritual is called the Ritual of the Shoeshine,” Solon explained. He pulled a blanket off a nearby box, revealing her slave shoes. 

Since becoming Solon’s slave, Raven had developed a fascination with heels. Her variable heels were a wonderful way of feeling under Solon’s control, knowing he could make walking harder or easier at his whim. But Raven wasn’t satisfied with merely owning one pair. She needed other colours and other styles. Not all of them could be variable heels, since Sally only had a few prototypes. So, others like her knee-high boots with impractically many buckles, were fixed at 8 inches high with a platform. She had arranged for her collection to be sent ahead of time so she’d have them for the ritual.

“Your collection is impressive. But some of them are starting to lack shine,” Solon noted, picking up her knee-highs. They had once been so shiny Raven could almost see her face in them. But with age, they became less reflective. “You're going to shine each pair until they sparkle.”

“Yes, Master.” Raven didn’t move from her spot. She knew it wouldn’t be so simple. 

Solon smirked at her, picking up a bag. “I’ve prepared some tools to help you focus. Stand up, legs spread, arms folded behind your back, eyes forward.” 

Raven obeyed. He took her left tit in his hand; cupping it softly. “Such lovely nipples.” He sucked on it, making her nipple rock hard. Then he formed a loop of tiny chains around it, tight enough to keep it hard but not so hard it hurt. A little weight hung from the chain, tugging at her. He repeated the process with her other nipple.

Crouching down, he undid the zipper over her crotch, continuing back until her ass was exposed. Pulling apart the latex, he revealed her hot, wet pussy. “You're excited, aren’t you, doll?” He stroked her clit; making it twitch under his fingers. 

“Yes, Master,” Raven answered redundantly. It was obvious how she felt. 

He created a small ring around her clit which vibrated along with the ones around her nipples. Next, he spread her lips open. Raven kept looking ahead by sheer will, knowing he was looking at her hole. She felt something pressing into her, making her gasp. It was a dildo, a big one. She felt wonderfully full. He created chains around it, holding it in place. 

It’s a chastity belt. Raven bit her lip, struggling to contain her excitement. Finally, Solon pushed something hard and metal into Raven’s ass. A buttplug. Her training meant she took it easily, despite the size. More chains connected it to the chastity belt. 

“Kneel.” Raven dropped to her knees, feeling the chains surrounding her sensitive areas move, as well as the toys inside her. 

“Now: the finishing touches.” Solon created a thick chain between her nipples that connected to another down to the chastity belt and then bound her ankles together so she couldn’t separate them more than an inch. He repeated this with her handcuffs, although he gave her a bit more freedom, allowing her to move her hands freely. Finally, he connected her buttplug all the way up to her neck, where he made a tight chain choker. Raven swallowed, feeling the way it pressed against her skin. “Does everything feel okay? Nothing hurts. Any trouble breathing at all?” 

“No, Master.” 

“Perfect. In that case,” he drawled. He handed her a scrub and some cleaning tools. “Begin.” He snapped his fingers as he said it, and the toys all started vibrating at once. Raven let out a mewl at the sudden pleasure from all her sensitive spots. Solon smirked, taking a seat in the corner of the room to watch her. 

Raven picked up the first boot, already struggling to think. How does he make cleaning feel so dirty? Raven remembered his order. She was to focus entirely on her submission. With her mind set, she got to work, scrubbing the boot clean. Her chains made it awkward; she had just enough movement to let her do the job. Solon watched her intently as she worked. Every brush stroke, every bit of cleaning product was being scrutinised.

Raven worked quickly and efficiently. When the first boot was done, she inspected it closely, then set it aside. The pattern of vibrations changed, going from a steady buzz to an alternating pattern of intense power and then breaks. “Oooh. Thank you for letting me serve you, Master.” Raven looked up at him, smiling slavishly. He didn’t even acknowledge what he had done. 

Raven got to work on the next boot without being told to. It was oddly satisfying; cleaning while being teased with vibrations. She got through several more shoes in rapid succession, each time thanking Solon, and each time he changed the vibration pattern. About halfway through, she felt her orgasm approaching. “Mmm, Master, my cunt—” The vibrations stopped. Solon watched her closely, not restarting the movements until the edge had passed. 

“Good doll.” His praise filled her up, making her feel pure pride. 

“I live to serve. My pleasure belongs to you, Master,” she said submissively. Solon nodded his approval, indicating she should get back to work. 

In the end, she edged 2 more times as she worked. Both times she warned Solon, who dutifully denied her any release. When she put the last shoe, her original heels Solon had brought her, to the side, she was panting with arousal. “It’s done, Master.” 

Solon walked over silently, picking up a boot seemingly at random. “You're confident this is perfectly clean.” 

“Yes, Master.” Solon scanned it with his eyes. 

“Then prove it.” He pulled the dildo out of her cunt, setting it to one side. “Fuck the heel.” 

Raven licked her lip, looking at the heel of the boot. It was thicker than the dildo, but not as long. “As you wish.” 

She took the boot, lined it up with her cunt, then pushed it in. Her other toys were still buzzing away, and she was soaking wet, so she accepted it without any trouble. It felt odd having sex with a piece of footwear while Solon watched. Even more odd because she enjoyed it so much. Her earlier edging meant she quickly reached her limit again. “Stop.” Raven whined but stopped moving. “Take it out.” Raven did as he asked, holding the boot in front of her. The heel was now soaked with her juices. “This time, you're going to hump it.” 

He took away her clit chain and replaced the dildo inside her. “Yes, Master.” Raven rubbed her clit against the boot, feeling the laces against her sensitive spot. They were rough, contrasting with the smooth leather around them. Solon made her turn it this way and that until he was satisfied. Raven mewled as she coated every inch of it with her juices. Different parts gave different sensations, and she ended up edging 2 more times before Solon announced she was done. “May I please cum, Master?” 

“No,” Solon said. “You’ve only done one shoe.” Raven’s pussy spasmed as she looked at the other boot. She reached for it, feeling excitement building inside her. Solon smacked her hand with a bullwhip. “Did I tell you to fuck that boot?” 

Raven lowered her head submissively. “No, Master. Thank you for correcting me.” 

“So obedient.” Solon stroked her cheek with the whip. Placing it under her chin, he used it to make her look up at him. “Is there something you want to ask me, doll?” 

Raven knew what he wanted. He wanted her to beg to hump her own shoe like a pathetic animal. It had been her idea, yet now it was deliciously degrading. “Master… please, let this dumb slut hump her shoe. I want to show you I cleaned it properly.” 

“Is that the only reason?” Solon clicked his tongue. 

“I want to edge, so I can be a better slave for you. Good sluts edge, that way they can focus on what’s important; your cock.” Raven was breathing heavily, her arousal making her look near manic. She didn’t need to look in the mirror to know that. 

“Those are very noble and valid reasons,” Solon drawled, his whip still under her chin. “But I feel like you're not being entirely honest with me.”

Raven sucked in a sharp breath. “I want to edge… because it feels good. Every time you deny me, it feels even better. I love the feeling. I love knowing you control my cunt. I love knowing you control me.” 

Solon lowered the whip, circling it around Raven’s nipple. “You're going to edge. You’ll edge until this boot is dripping with your juices and every time you edge,” Solon said. He leaned in close to her face. “I’m going to whip your tits.”

“Hehe. Thank you, Master. Thank you for letting me edge for you.” Raven couldn’t wait. She leapt onto the boot, humping it like an animal. Her whines of pleasure were pathetic. She held up her boobs; presenting them to Solon. “Hit them hard, Master. I want to be a good masochist for you.” 

Having already been edged repeatedly, it took no time at all for Raven to do it again. She cried out in bliss, then felt the red-hot pain of the bullwhip across her tits. “Again,” Solon ordered. 

Raven nodded, biting her lip. She had been so close that time. If she hadn’t stopped at the exact right time, she would’ve gone over the edge. Changing position, she fucked herself with the heel again. Her juices squelched out around it, covering it in a thick layer of wetness. Solon didn’t replace the clit vibrator this time, so she rubbed it herself. The combination was effective. 

“I’m—” Her shout was cut off by a harsh whipping. 

“Again.” 

Raven lost track of time after that. She knew she edged a lot. At least a dozen times. When she was done, both the boots were dripping with her juices. She had covered them inside and out. She reached the point where even the slightest touch had her ready to cum her brains out. At the same time, her tits were criss-crossed with marks from where Solon had struck her. 

“You’ve done it,” Solon said, admiring the boots. “These boots smell overwhelmingly of your cunt. I bet you're looking forward to wearing them.” 

“Yes, Master.” Raven squeezed her legs together. “Is the ritual finished? Have I earned an orgasm?” 

Solon looked down at her with amusement. “You have.” Raven could have jumped for joy. “The only question is, who’s going to have the orgasm?” 

“Who?” 

Solon grinned evilly. “I said you’d earn an orgasm. It could be an orgasm for you. If you want that, I’ll use my mouth, fingers or cock to make you cum. Or… maybe you want the orgasm to be for me. Maybe you want to suck my cock. I’ll cum in your mouth and you’ll be left denied.” 

The answer was obvious. After being edged for so long, it was only natural that Raven would want to cum. She needed to cum. Her body demanded it. “I want…” Raven was salivating. “I want to suck your cock, Master. I’m so horny I can hardly think, yet I still want to give you an orgasm and be denied. I’m a pathetic and desperate slut for you, and I don’t care. I’m not too proud to beg. Please let me suck your glorious cock.” 

“So submissive.” Solon pulled out his cock. “Go ahead then. Take your reward.” 

“Hehe, thank you, Master.” Raven crawled forward at a languid pace, her red tits hanging beneath her. “Thank you for letting me suck your cock.” She ran her tongue up the sides. “It tastes so good.” She swirled her tongue around the tip, then trailed wet kisses down the edge. This was her reward; she wanted to take her time and enjoy it. “May I rub my slut hole while I serve you, Master?”

“You may not.” Raven whined sadly as she licked. Then she felt thick chains sliding between her cunt lips. It seemed Solon was going to use his chains creatively again. He created the magical thong, making it vibrate harder and faster than ever before. Raven’s joyful cries filled the air as she licked and sucked his cock. If he had wanted to, he could’ve made her cum in an instant. Solon didn’t want to. 

He kept Raven perfectly on the edge, close but never letting her tip over. He didn’t stop like before. He lowered the power until it wasn’t enough to let her cum, but still enough to drive her mad. Meanwhile, Raven’s real focus was on his cock. The heat of it against her lips. The salty taste. It filled her senses entirely. Giving him an orgasm really was the perfect reward for her hard work. She didn’t want anything more. 

Impaling herself on his dick, she made use of her malleable throat to massage him the way only she could. She licked his balls as she deepthroated him, sucking so hard her lips clung to his base. “That’s it, cunt. Keep going, and I’ll cum down your throat.” 

Raven pulled back, jerking him off into her face. “I want it in my mouth. If you cum in my throat, I can’t taste it.”

Solon smirked. “I’m spoiling you,” he said. “Very well. I’ll tell you when I’m close, so you can finish me in your mouth.” 

Motivated by the prospect of a reward, Raven kicked things into high gear. She rammed him in and out of her throat, using her own body like a sex toy to get him off. Her hands caressed his balls, coaxing out his cum. She felt him tense and increased her suction to match. 

“I’m close.” Solon’s voice was strained. Raven pulled back, suckling on the tip while she worked his shaft with her hands. She felt the warmth splash against her throat, then tasted the familiar salty taste. Sucking harder, she worked every last drop out. When Solon pulled his cock out, she opened her mouth to show off her reward. She stuck her tongue out, rolling the cum about joyfully. “Looks like you’ve learnt a new trick.” Raven blew a cum bubble, popping it between her lips. “Such a skilled doll.” Raven preened, then swallowed the payload. 

“Ta-da.” She opened her mouth to prove she had swallowed it all. “Thank you for the treat, Master.”

Solon sat back on the bed. “The ritual’s done. Did you enjoy it?” 

“It was awesome. I liked the bit where my reward was sucking you off, that was super-hot,” Raven said. She climbed into bed beside him. He wrapped an arm around her. “My cunt’s still super needy.” 

“If it gets too much, remember you can tell me.”

“I know. Don’t worry, I liked all of that. But I am tired now.” 

“You're still in your catsuit,” Solon said, running his fingers over the material in a way that gave her goosebumps.

“I’ll take it off later,” Raven said, feeling sleepy. Raven sighed contentedly as Solon traced shapes on her side through the catsuit, her energy draining out of her. “Did I do okay, Master?” 

“You were perfect.” Solon kissed her cheek. “You are perfect.” 

Raven giggled, pressing herself up against him. His strong arms felt wonderful around her small body. As her eyes lulled shut, she looked at her wet boots. They were definitely going to smell like pussy tomorrow. “I want to do that again. I want more rituals.” 

Solon snorted. “Don’t worry. I have plenty of ideas for rituals you can do.” He stroked her hair. It was so relaxing; she could feel all the tension leaving her body. “For now, rest. You did great. You deserve this.” 

“Praise me more,” Raven said without thinking. 

“You look so beautiful. I love… everything you did.” Raven felt sleep claiming her. Solon kept whispering sweet things to her until she had drifted off into the realm of dreams.


Chapter 19: The Peace Bridge 

Whitechalk River was at its thinnest between Drakesharbour and Casithe. The total distance wasn’t even half a mile. Despite this, for years the only way to travel between the 2 cities was by ferry. When they were at war, this was fine, as neither wanted to risk making it easier for the other. But at the 40th anniversary of the peace declaration between the nations, it was decided that the situation was no longer acceptable. Nekomi had become the primary trading partner of Nexus, but this trade was being hampered by the need for costly ferries to transport goods. 

So it was that the Peace Bridge’s construction was announced alongside a formal declaration of alliance between Nexus and Nekomi. Completed in just 5 years, it was the largest bridge in the world and a powerful symbol of the alliance between the 2 nations and the 2 cities in particular. The dark stone stood stark against the river, its towers rising from the water like the fingers of Gai. With its creation, travel between the 2 cities could be done easily and often. Not only merchants and nobles, but peasants as well could move between the cities at will, without paying a toll.   

It wasn’t easy getting it made. The Nekomi feared it would be used to sneak adventurers into their country. To assuage this fear, they demanded that no large guilds operated in Drakesharbour. In exchange, they agreed to allow adventurers from Nexus to enter their country, but only to complete specific missions. Once the job was completed, they were expected to leave immediately. 

Several other concessions had been made on either side, but none of them mattered to Solon. As an adventurer, he knew that he would be checked over thoroughly as he tried to pass into Nekomi. He deliberately didn’t bring any weapons, but Mina had her sword, and Raven her bow and dagger. Oddly, Mina had asked Solon to remove her collar. Solon did as she asked, thinking it was something to do with security. The Drakesharbour border security hadn’t been very concerned, but Casithe troops took Mina aside immediately. 

Oddly, she returned only 5 minutes later carrying a piece of paper. “Alright, we can go through.” 

“Huh?” 

“I sorted our forms.” She handed Solon the paper. “We can stay as long as we like.” 

“Seriously?” Solon looked at the papers. It confirmed that under the authority of Thane Suji they could stay in Nekomi indefinitely. “I heard it was meant to be hard to get a visa.” 

“I used to live here,” Mina said, smiling awkwardly. “That comes with some perks.” 

Solon exchanged a look with Raven and Felimie, who looked as baffled as he felt. He said, “Great.”

The soldier lifted the barrier, letting them walk into Casithe. A soldier followed them out. “I’ve been requested to escort you to the Suji household, ma’am.” 

“Very well. Lead the way.” The soldier began walking, the group following behind her like ducklings. 

Despite being so near to Drakesharbour, Casithe looked nothing like it. The whole place was a maze that made Labity’s labyrinth look simple by comparison. The roads were so thin in places they had to go in single file, with another column of people walking past them in the other direction. No one got in each other's way or tried to turn around at any point, only ever smoothly breaking off when they reached their destination. The buildings had multiple levels, each further back than the last, so the balconies all got direct sunlight. This also allowed the more athletic of the residents to leap into their homes, bypassing the need to use their front doors entirely.

This may seem random, but it was anything but. Drakesharbour was designed to endure an assault from an army of Nekomi, meaning its key concern was ki users. If they could be kept at a distance, archers and mages could attack them with impunity. High walls were ideal for this. The people of Casithe had the opposite concerns. They needed to be sure that mages and archers couldn’t pick them off at a distance, wanting to force them into close quarters combat where they excelled. The constant bottlenecks and maze-like structures made for an ideal defence, as non-locals could not navigate the city well and mages couldn’t use big flashy attacks without risking hurting themselves. The multi-layered houses also allowed ki-capable soldiers to retreat or launch surprise attacks. 

The soldier led them into a large walled compound. Inside, a stream was travelling through the centre of a large ornate garden. A harbour-like walkway had been constructed out of wood, leading them into the centre of it where a woman wearing expensive-looking purple robes was waiting. She had white hair with feline ears poking out the top of her head. She was holding a fluffy cat with fur the same shade of white as her hair that was purring happily. Her own ears twitched in time with the cats as she scratched its chin with her thumb. Beside her was a woman who looked like a shorter, older copy of her. Solon estimated she was about 80. 

Around them, a group of soldiers was standing at attention. 

“Mina, what are we doing here?” Solon whispered. The soldier leading them joined the others, 4 on either side of them. 

The guard shouted something in Nekomi. Solon heard the names of his teammates, but not his own. The white-haired woman then said something to the guard. 

“Presenting Mina Suji and her companions, Felimie Talon and Raven, who hath no family name, and Solon,” the guard announced loudly, his accent so thick Solon struggled to understand him. “You are in the presence of Thane Piyana Suji and her second daughter, Lumina Suji. Bow your heads in reverence.”

Mina bowed respectfully to the woman, who Solon realised was related to her somehow. Solon followed suit, followed by the rest of his harem. The white-haired woman smiled serenely. She returned the gesture. The crone did not, staring at Mina. 

“It is good to see you again, Mina,” Lumina said. Contrasting the guard, she had the accent of Nexus nobility, sounding similar to Lord Flam. Solon noted absentmindedly that Mina had a very thin accent, despite Common being her second language. He had never thought about it before, but she also sounded more like a Nexus noble than a foreigner. 

“And you too, mother.”


Chapter 20: The Suji Family

After the initial greetings, Lumina ushered them all into the living room. It was quite possibly the least cosy place Solon had ever been. The floors were made of hardwood, yet they were expected to kneel on it in front of Piyana, who was provided with a cushion. Lumina kneeled beside Piyana, her hands in her lap and her expression neutral. Solon initially tried to take a position next to Mina but was corrected by a servant and guided to kneel behind her. Raven and Felimie took positions on either side of her. 

“You’ve returned,” Piyana said. It was the first thing she had said since they arrived. 

“I have, honourable Thane. I am once again in your service.” Mina lowered her head. 

Why is she talking so formally to her own grandmother? Solon thought. 

“You will stay in your old room. Your companions will also be provided with quarters. If you wish for the human to stay in your room with you, let Jenkins know. He will accommodate you.” 

“Thank you, honourable Thane. I will rely on your hospitality.” Mina prostrated herself. Piyana looked at the others, unimpressed until they copied Mina. 

“We appreciate the gesture,” Solon muttered. Piyana looked at him with contempt. 

“Do not talk, dear. You should only speak when spoken to.” Solon was so taken about by her casual dismissal he didn’t know what to say. He looked at Mina, expecting her to say something, but she didn’t. 

“Is Cousin Aurora home?” Mina asked. “I would like to see her, if possible.”

“I’m afraid not. She’s in Heartland and won’t be back for a week at least.” Heartland was the capital of Nekomi.

“Pity.”

Piyana coughed into her hand. “I have business to attend to. I will see you again at dinner.” She stood, everyone in the room copying the gesture. Solon went along with it begrudgingly, not wanting to alienate his hostess. It was possible her rudeness was a translation issue, though he doubted it. She walked out of the room slowly, her bones creaking as she moved. Once she was gone, Lumina visibly relaxed. 

“It’s good to have you back, Mina. Will you be staying long?” she asked.

“We’re here on a mission. It should only take a few days at the most; then we’ll be heading back to Nexus. I thought I’d use the chance to introduce you to my teammates. Mum, this is Team Shining Steel.” Mina gestured to them. 

“It’s lovely to meet you all. Mina has told me a lot about your adventures in her letters. To think, she even managed to defeat a demon general with your help.” Solon wouldn’t describe the events in Labity that way, but he supposed it wasn’t surprising her mother would see her as the hero of the story. It did make him wonder how Mina had recounted the tale. 

“It’s wonderful to meet you,” Solon said, bowing as seemed to be the custom. 

Lumina laughed. “Oh, there’s no need to be so formal anymore. It’s just us. You can move around to form a circle if you prefer.” Solon did as she suggested, moving so he was between Raven and Lumina. 

“Thanks.” 

“I’ve never cared for Thane Suji’s strict rules. We must obey them when she's around, but I’m happy for things to be more casual when it’s just us, Solon.” Lumina looked tranquil. Solon noticed that casual still meant kneeling with ramrod-straight backs. “It’s wonderful to meet my daughter's boyfriend at long last. I must say, you're even bigger than Mina said. Sorry if that’s rude.” 

“That’s okay, I take it as a compliment,” Solon said. He knew why she might see it as an insult. Nekomi men were smaller than women usually, so his being so much taller than Mina was unusual. 

“That’s good. Such silly things shouldn’t matter in a relationship. What matters is how you feel about each other. And I know from Mina’s letters that she’s quite taken with you.” Mina blushed hotly at her mother's words. “And you must be Raven, the former druid woman.” 


“I am.” 

“Fascinating. Mina has told me a lot about you too. You broke away from traditions that made you unhappy to pursue a life on your own terms. I admire that.” 

Raven smiled imperceptibly. “Thanks.” 

“You and Mina must have a very good relationship.” 

“We do,” Mina said, raising her voice. “Raven and I had some issues at first, but now we’re excellent teammates.” 

“We’re more than that,” Raven said. 

Lumina tilted her head, her expression reminding Solon of Mina somehow. “Hmm?” 

“She means we’re also good friends. We’re very close, so close it’s like she can read my mind sometimes.” Mina gave Raven a pointed look. She was begging her to play along with her eyes. Unfortunately, she was trying to non-verbally communicate with Raven. 

“Why are you looking at me like that?” 

“Like what?” 

“If I knew, I wouldn’t have to ask,” Raven said. “You're being weird.” 

“Am I? I guess I’m just tired. Did I tell you we had a battle with the Helkiti?” It was a rather blatant attempt to change the subject.

“What happened?” Lumina asked, her concern obvious. She was willing to play along. 

Mina talked Lumina through the story, explaining how they ended up fighting. Solon noticed how she skimmed over the details of who made decisions — him — and who followed orders.

“We were fortunate that they were only rank and file. Most didn’t even have ki, and they had no mages,” Mina explained. “It made it easy to triumph, despite them outnumbering us so significantly.”

“Even so, to defeat the Helkiti is not a feat many can lay claim to. You must all be very pleased with yourselves,” Lumina said. Lumina stood up. Like she had done with Piyana, Mina copied the gesture so everyone else did as well. “I must attend to some business. Don’t feel like you need to wait for Jenkins to show you to your room, darling. It’s not changed. The thane never goes to that part of the complex, and the servants only ever go to clean it. If you need any additional rooms, just take them. I’m sure no one will mind.”


Chapter 21: Lodgings 

Mina felt incredibly awkward as she led her teammates to their quarters. She took them to her old room, opening the paper sliding door. It was exactly the way she remembered it. A queen-sized bed with posts and a curtain, and a minimalist design motif. Swords and other weapons she had trained with were hanging on the walls. 

“So…” Solon sat on a beanbag. “I have some questions.” 

“I’m sorry. I meant to warn you, but when I got the document, the guard insisted we come straight here and then…” Mina hung her head. “I missed the opportunity.” 

“That’s one question answered. Next: How come you never mentioned you're a noble?” Mina sat on the end of her bed. Raven sat next to her. She hadn’t said anything yet, but it was obvious she was curious, too. Felimie stayed standing, closing the door for them. 

“I’m not,” Mina said. “My grandmother is Thane, but I’m out of the line of succession. My cousin Aurora will inherit the title.” Solon nodded, unimpressed. Mina fiddled with her hair. “I didn’t mean to hide it from you. But when we first met, I was afraid you might be more interested in my money than me.” Solon recoiled. “I don’t think that anymore,” Mina added quickly. “But then stuff kept happening, and it never felt like the right time to mention it. Before I knew it, months had gone by. So then, when you mentioned this mission, I thought this would be the best way to tell you.” 

“You thought this would be the best way?” Solon asked dryly. 

Raven put a hand on her shoulder, looking up at her. “That was dumb.” 

Mina lowered her head. She knew they were right. Solon sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Well, I don’t love that you hid it, but I guess it’s not a big deal. You're telling us now. Is there anything else you’ve not told us?” 

“Um…” Mina wracked her brain. “Nothing I’m intentionally omitting. This is the big thing. But obviously, I was alive for 23 years before we met. Many things have happened that I didn’t tell you.” 

“... okay,” Solon drawled, his voice getting high-pitched. “Let's move past it. I have more questions. What’s the deal with your grandmother?” 

“Thane Suji is not the biggest fan of humans. She’s willing to work with them if she has to, but she was raised to see them as the enemy. Her literal purpose in life is to protect this city from invasions against humans,” Mina explained. “Additionally, she’s not exactly progressive when it comes to men.”

“I knew Nekomi men were usually the sex slaves in harems, is that it?” 

“In a way. The difference is that while in Nexus male-led relationships are more common, female-led and equal relationships are still not unheard of. However, in Nekomi, it’s believed that Gai’s domination of the goddesses was inherently an evil act. Therefore, men holding any power over a woman is frowned upon.”

Solon’s lips set into a thin line. “So, we need to act like you're the team leader and I’m your submissive boy toy?” 

Mina winced. “Only around the Thane. Although, it’d be wise not to play up the maledom stuff in public.” 

“Does that mean I should act like your slave instead?” Raven asked. Mina’s heart sank. She had hoped Raven would already be familiar with the situation. 

“My family doesn’t know we’re dating.” 

Raven’s face stayed perfectly neutral. “Why?” 

“I thought Nekomi wasn’t lesbophobic anymore,” Solon said. 

“Officially, it’s not. But there’s a difference between what 2 peasants can do, and what the granddaughter of a thane can do,” Mina said. She swallowed, feeling very tense. 

“So, you want us to lie?” Raven asked. Mina felt incredibly guilty. She wished they could head back to Nexus already, where she wouldn’t have to do any of this. 

“I suppose that would be the case, yes.” No one looked very happy. Mina felt like she should say something, but she had no idea what. Everything she thought of only made the situation worse. 

“Is there anything we won’t be lying about?” Solon asked. Mina laughed, the tension breaking slightly. 

“No, that’s everything.” Mina looked at Raven, whose expression was unreadable. “I know it’s not a small request, but we only need to be here for a single night before we head out again.” 

“Okay.” 

“If you think about it, it’s not that big of a lie, anyway. It’s not like your grandmother was going to ask about how we have sex,” Solon said. 

“Exactly.” Mina stood up. “I’ll go tell Jenkins to prepare the other 2 bedrooms so you both can sleep in style.” 

***

Raven ended up going with Mina, leaving Felimie alone with Solon. Solon was sitting on the beanbag, fiddling with his chains while she stood awkwardly. She knew she wasn’t going to be alone with him again for a while. 

“I… how do you… um…”

Solon smirked at her. “Is something wrong?” 

“No.” Felimie raised her hands. “That’s what I want to say. There’s nothing wrong.” 

Solon scrunched up his face in concentration. “Nope. I have no idea what you're talking about.” 

“The other day, when the Helkiti attacked, you protected me. I stepped back when you tried to approach me.” Solon’s expression fell. 

“It’s not a big deal.” 

“Please, I… I want to say this.” Felimie walked over to him, taking his hand in her own. “I was scared, but that was silly. I know you would never hurt me.”

“Then why did you move away from me?” Solon sounded different from usual. He lacked his signature confidence. He was vulnerable.

Felimie was tempted to lie. It would be so easy to make up some excuse to make herself sound better. “Before, I’ve always seen you fight monsters. When you kill them, it’s no different from killing an animal. But seeing you kill people, seeing anyone kill another person, it shook me. I didn’t want to be there. But I understand why you had to do it. You were protecting me.” Felimie held his hand up to her cheek. “I promise, next time I won’t be afraid.” 

Solon still didn't look completely comfortable. “Sometimes I forget how different things are for normal people.” Solon stroked her cheek. “Adventurers are constantly surrounded by death. It loses its shock value over time.”

“I’ll get used to it.” 

“I wish you didn’t have to.” Solon looked troubled. 

“A part of me does too. But I can’t bury my head in the sand anymore. I want to see the world, even the scary parts.” Felimie climbed into his lap, so she was straddling him. Doing this on a beanbag chair proved difficult, requiring Solon to hold her hips steady. “I know you’ll protect me.”

She wrapped her arms around him, burying her face in the crook of his neck. “I will.”


Chapter 22: Rules of Engagement 

Before the meal, Jenkins took Solon into a small sitting room. On a low table, he had laid out a plate and a 14-piece set of cutlery. He stood looming over Solon. Jenkins was a strange man. He was lanky and had a thick grey moustache that turned up at either end. He was wearing a yellow and orange tartan skirt, with a shirt like a human noble might wear, and a bow tie. He looked ridiculous. 

“Thane Suji has asked that I explain the rules of etiquette to you, so that you do not feel embarrassed during the meal,” he explained. “Have you ever eaten with a noble before?” 

Solon ate with a noble once. Back when he was a priest, he had been called in to heal Lord Grismapa’s ailing wife. She had the flu, but he was concerned, so had requested a Radiant Priest. Solon had confirmed she had the flu, then been able to do very little except alleviate her symptoms somewhat. She got better on her own, but Lord Grismapa was extremely grateful. 

He insisted that Solon attend a banquet to celebrate her improved health. He remembered being astonished by how low-class it felt. They ate a pig with their hands, often whilst standing and dancing. The food and drink were both delicious, but the atmosphere was far from sophisticated. 

“No,” Solon said, getting the feeling this would be a rather different affair. 

Jenkins nodded his approval. It was as if he had read Solon’s mind and agreed that the previous nobles he had met were not up to scratch. “We’ll start with the basics. The first thing to remember is to never refer to Thane Suji by her bare name. She is Thane Suji, or ma’am. Take note of my pronunciation. If you refer to her as ma’am, like you would in Nexus, that will be unacceptable.” The fake human accent he adopted was ridiculously exaggerated. Even Casey didn’t sound that rural. “Please say, ma’am.”

They were speaking Common, Solon’s native language, yet he was lecturing him on pronunciation. Solon blinked, trying to figure out if he was serious. From the look on his face, he was. “Ma’am,” Solon said. 

“Adequate,” Jenkins pronounced. “The next rule is simple: do not start any course until Thane Suji has. Solon, in your case it would also be appropriate to wait until Mina begins eating, although I imagine you already do this.” 

Mina had warned Solon about this. “Mina doesn’t like me doing that.” 

“Yet you will,” Jenkins said firmly. Solon’s eyes widened at his tone. “Will we have an issue, young man?” 

“We’re going to get along great, I can just tell,” Solon said sarcastically. 

“I’m glad to hear it,” Jenkins said without any inflection in his voice. “It’s a lovely treat for one of lower status to befriend their superior.” 

Solon narrowed his eyes. “What are the other rules?” 

“During the first course, you are to speak to the person to your immediate left. After each course, you may change direction.” 

“So, I’m supposed to speak to the same 2 people all night?”

“No, from the fourth course onwards, you may converse with anyone at the table.” Jenkins raised a finger, holding it like a rapier. “However, you must never initiate conversation with Thane Suji. If she is interested in what you have to say, she will make that clear.” 

“So, no one can talk to her? That’s silly.” 

“It’s proper. And no, women may address her freely.” 

Solon bit his lip, holding back a complaint. “How many courses will there be?” 

“This is only a family meal with guests of little importance, so 7.” 

“There’s a lot to unpack there, but first, little importance? I’m a famous adventurer. I helped kill Gorgath.” Jenkins looked no more impressed than if he had said he had dressed himself that morning. 

“Be that as it may, you are not a Thane, nor related to one. As one of low birth, you should be grateful to be eating with Thane Suji at all. There are some who think she should have you eat elsewhere?” 

“Some?” 

“Me,” Jenkins said, looking down his nose at him. “Now, the final important rule is that you do not serve yourself. Either myself, or more likely a footman will serve you. You need only hold up your plate.” 

“Do the women also have so many rules, or just us men?” 

“Men like you have a certain set of rules, and women have their own rules. This is only proper.” Jenkins pointed at the cutlery. “Do you need me to explain what each utensil is?” 

Solon did, but he refused to give Jenkins the satisfaction. “I already know.” 

Jenkins picked up a fork. “What is this?” 

“A carving fork,” Solon said, packing the words with as much scorn as he could. “Thane Suji will use it when she carves the meat.” 

Jenkins put the fork back down. “It seems Mina has taught you something at least.”


Chapter 23: Dinner with a Thane

Whenever they went to The Hungry Bear, Raven loved eating Nekomi cuisine. It had her favourite food: meat. So, she was feeling very enthusiastic about the dinner. A woman whose name Raven immediately forgot had run them through the rules of the dinner and assured her it would be one of the best meals of her life. 

When she entered the room, she tried to take a seat. Jenkins cleared his throat at her. “What?” 

“Might I suggest that you would be better seated over there,” Jenkins said, pointing to a placard with her name on it. 

“Sorry.” Raven slinked over to her seat. Felimie joined her on one side, and Solon on the other. Mina was next to Solon, who was wearing his fakest smile. 

When Thane Suji entered the room, they all stood as they had been told to, not sitting again until she took her seat. Then a stream of women and one man entered the room, each carrying a small plate and placing it in front of someone. Solon was the only man at the table and was the only one served by the man. The first dish was, disappointingly, soup, and not a very large bowl either. Raven frowned at the sight of it. 

At least there’s more food later.

She took a spoonful, putting it in her mouth. It was weird. Far saltier than she expected, but also thin. Raven didn’t have any more. The other courses weren’t much more impressive. It was all horrendously over-seasoned. It was like the chef had learnt about seasoning for the first time and had no idea how much to use. Raven preferred monster meat. Solon was polite about it, but she could tell he wasn’t impressed either. She ate anyway, as she was hungry. She was glad she was between Solon and Felimie, so she didn't have to speak to anyone else at least. Eventually, the fourth course came. 

The pile of meat was impressive. Piyana cut it herself, her oversized knife moving through the multiple stacks elegantly. Not a single piece of meat went out of place. She then let the servants take over distributing the food. 

“So, Raven, I understand that you were once a druid,” Piyana said. Due to the rules of etiquette, it was the first thing she had said to Raven. 

“Yes.” 

“It’s a shame that your former sisterhood betrayed the government. Our druids would never do something so foolish.” She smirked, eating a piece of meat. “The Nexus government has always been too soft on paramilitary groups. It’s a pity your country has such weak leadership.” 

“What about the guild wars?” Felimie asked. “That was only 56 years ago.” 

She can’t help herself, Raven thought, amused. Jenkins scowled at her, but Piyana spoke before he could intervene.

“The guild wars were completely different. You would be wise to avoid discussing things you know nothing about.”

“How’s it different?” Raven asked. She was starting to get sick of this woman already.

“The guilds were fighting each other. They may have been misguided, but their loyalty was never in question.” 

“That’s debatable,” Felimie responded, her desire to be correct stronger than her shyness. “Queen Fiona II repeatedly ordered the guilds to stop fighting and was ignored. If she hadn’t deployed the royal army, it’s likely they would still be fighting to this day.” 

Piyana glared at her. Raven was impressed to see Felimie did not shrink back, although she did look rattled. “Queen Fiona banned the guilds, and we have had no trouble since. Her strength and valour are an example to us all.” Felimie opened her mouth to say something. “As someone who was alive during the Guild Wars, living in the country they occurred in, I can assure you I know more than you. Now, let’s switch to another topic.” 

Felimie frowned, but she let the conversation move on. “Did you leave the druids due to political reasons?” Lumina asked. 

“No. I fell in love with a woman named Slydark, so I left to be with her.” Raven looked at Piyana flatly. She had promised not to reveal her relationship with Mina, but she had no intention of lying about who she was. 

“I would’ve thought a druid would know better than that,” Piyana said.

“Better than what?” 

“Lesbianism is unnatural. Its—”

“No, it isn't,” Raven said, cutting her off. Someone had to. 

Piyana's eyes narrowed. “Animals don’t do it in nature, so it’s unnatural.” 

“Yes, they do.” Raven made sure to exaggerate her facial expression so Piyana would know exactly how dumb she sounded. She didn’t want her to miss that part. “When I was a druid, I had to take care of Purple Humpback frogs. No one hunted them, but they were always on the verge of extinction because they were so gay.” 

Raven had often wondered how they survived so long before the druids came along. She tried all sorts of things to encourage them to mate with the opposite gender, but they barely had any interest in doing so. They’d do it occasionally, but only ever enough to maintain the population. Sometimes Raven wondered what happened to them after she left. She hoped they were still around; otherwise, all her efforts would’ve been for naught. Although with Lord Flam’s new policies, it was likely their habitat had been destroyed. 

Piyana's face scrunched up, looking remarkably like she had sucked on a lemon. “You would contradict me in my own home?” 

“If you're wrong, yes.” Raven ate another bite of her meat casually. She could see the wrath in Piyana’s eyes. She didn’t care. 

“Mina, what do you think?” Piyana asked. Mina looked intensely uncomfortable. 

“Maybe we should talk about something else,” Solon said. Piyana glared at him. 

Piyana stood up. “Do not forget your manners. If I wish to hear from you, I will speak to you, human.” She said human with more disdain than Raven had ever heard put into a single word before. 

“Thane Suji, I would remind you that we are guests in your care. It is not appropriate to speak to Raven or Solon like this,” Mina said. Piyana’s wrath turned on her, but she didn’t flinch. She met her gaze steadily. “The respectful thing to do would be to offer them your apologies.” 

Piyana held her knife like a dagger, pointing it at Mina. Lumina rested a hand on her shoulder, as if to physically restrain her. Piyana shook with rage. “You're right, Mina. I invited these … people here, so I will treat them the way guests deserve to be treated.”

Raven noticed that she did not apologise. Seeing the tense look on Mina’s face, she decided to let it pass. The rest of the meal passed in near silence. Every now and again, Lumina or someone else would briefly start a conversation, but it never lasted long. The waves of pure contempt radiating out from Piyana as she stewed in her misery put a dampener on the evening. 

When they returned to their quarters at the end of the night, it was with a noticeable feeling of relief.


Chapter 24: Plans

Thane Suji paced back and forth in her outer quarters. This was the area only her closest companions were allowed in. It resembled an elvish sitting room, with an antique sofa and Nekomi style bean bag chairs for guests. 

Thanes rarely had to deal with disobedience personally. A combination of personal physical might, wealth, and status kept most people in line. For Thane Suji, it had been years since someone had so flagrantly disrespected her. For multiple people to do so in one night was unacceptable. 

Jenkins entered the room. “Your after-dinner coffee, ma'am." 

“Put it anywhere.” He put it on the nightstand, then stood to attention. He knew sitting would be improper. “Tell me what you think about Solon.” 

“He pretends he is obedient, but it is chicanery. He holds himself with unearned pride, and his dress sense is poor,” Jenkins answered. He never hesitated to obey an order, even if it might be controversial. In this case, Thane Suji agreed with him wholeheartedly.

“It seems Mina has attracted some troublesome companions.” She bit the nail of her index finger. “Jenkins. I have a job for you, one that requires absolute discretion.” 

“As always, ma’am.” 

“Good. I want you to make contact with my people in the human lands. I need to know more about Mina’s teammates. Something about their relationship feels fishy to me.” 

***

The next morning, Mina wanted nothing more than to leave so that they could begin their mission. She had forgotten how unpleasant spending time with Thane Suji could be. But her mum requested she have tea with her before she left, so Mina agreed. Lumina had done nothing wrong, so there was no reason to be rude to her. 

She found her mother in her tearoom. It was barely large enough to house the low table she was kneeling behind, with a steaming pot on a heat mat. Mina kneeled across from her. “You requested to see me.”

“I did. I appreciate your coming. Yesterday's meal was rather tense.” Lumina poured them each a tea. Mina picked hers up second, showing proper respect for her mother. To drink the tea first implied she was of a higher rank. “It must have been uncomfortable for you, having your grandmother argue with your girlfriend like that.” 

Mina dropped her tea in her lap. She cried out in pain, standing. “Ah, why would... she’s not... huh?” 

Lumina grabbed a towel. “Calm down, dear.” Mina took the towel, dabbing at her burning lap. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

Mina looked at her mother's earnest expression. “How did you notice?” 

“A mother always knows,” Lumina said, sitting back down with a mysterious grin. “Also, you're a terrible liar. You get that from your father.”

The water had cooled, so Mina kneeled again. “Does Thane Suji know? Is she mad?” 

“Your grandmother has no idea. Even if she had suspicions, I doubt she’d ever act on them. She prefers to live in denial about these sorts of things.” Lumina poured Mina another tea. She accepted it, holding it much more firmly to prevent another accident. 

“Well, I’m the first in the family to be… unconventional.” 

“Bisexual. Use the word. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” Lumina took a sip of her tea. “And that’s hardly the case, even if your grandmother would like to pretend it is.” 

“Are you?” 

Lumina smiled mysteriously, shocking Mina. “Just kidding. No, but several members of our family are less conventional than you might think.” 

Mina had no idea who she was talking about. The main family consisted of her, her grandmother, her mother, and her cousin. But there were several other branch families and other households that were also related to them. It was important that the line of succession for a Thane was always clear, in case the main family were to go extinct. 

“Who?” 

“I won’t answer that,” Lumina said. “I believe it’s considered rude, and I imagine you would enjoy the same courtesy.” 

“As you wish.” Mina sat still for a long time, pondering what she had learned. 

“Drink your tea, dear.” 

Mina took a sip. She felt as if she were a child again, having tea ceremonies with her mother. Back then, she had often spilled tea, too. As she remembered those times, she relaxed, enjoying the nostalgic feeling. She must have chosen this on purpose. Mina took another sip, letting out a sigh. “So, what are we going to do about Thane Suji?”

“I don’t see that you have to do anything unless you want to. You don’t live here, so are not bound to her in any way. Your cousin is the heir.” Lumina shrugged indifferently. “I do wish you would visit more often, but I can always come to you if your grandmother makes you uncomfortable. Or maybe I’ll move out.” 

Mina swallowed. “I am sorry. I meant to visit, but things have been rather hectic.” 

“I’ve heard. Your achievements are very impressive. I must confess I have some questions I would like answered, if that is agreeable with you.” 

“It is.” 

“Excellent. Is it true that when you fought Gorgath, you transformed into a form like a tiger?” 

“Yes. Although, I do not know how to replicate the feat.” Lumina tilted her head. “It occurred when it seemed we had been defeated. I transformed to save Solon and fought with much greater might than I am usually able to. I had hoped I could learn to control the form, but I have been unsuccessful as of yet.” 

“Fascinating.” Lumina poured herself another cup of tea. “What have you tried?” 

Mina walked her mother through her failed attempts to transform again. Lumina listened patiently, occasionally asking clarifying questions. “It’s frustrating. We’ve tried everything.”

“Has Solon been in mortal danger since that time?” Mina tilted her head in confusion. “It’s possible the transformation is not triggered by you, but by Solon. If that’s the case, it may make sense to replicate the scenario that initially caused it.”

“I’m not going to attempt that,” Mina said, shocked at the suggestion. 

“I didn’t mean that you should intentionally put him in danger. But most of your attempts seem to be focused on what you can do. Perhaps you're looking at this backwards,” Lumina said. Mina sipped her tea, pondering her words. 

“I will consider it. Although I’m not sure I like the idea of my power relying on Solon.” 

“In a way, that’s what a relationship is, dear.” Lumina said, she smiled sadly. Mina could tell she was thinking about her father. “You never feel more like yourself than when you're with your love or, I suppose, in your case, your loves.”


Chapter 25: Reports from the Front

For the Helkiti, empathy was a sin. They were not allowed to care for those around them; they must remain entirely focused on their worship of Gai. Anything that distracts from that is naturally evil. Gur knew that for Pur, this came as naturally as breathing. 

They were in the dining tent when the news arrived. Big Uloth was dead, and her troop all but wiped out. The reason for this was obvious: they had been in hostile territory with far too few men to be a true threat. Worse, Pur had insisted that they were all fresh recruits. Chaff. 

Gur wanted to break something. He wanted to flip the map table and scream for blood. He wanted to smash the wood to pieces, hitting it until there was nothing left. “May I be excused, chieftain?” Gur wanted to kill the messenger. The snivelling little excuse for an orc that fled, instead of trying to save his love. 

Gur did nothing. 

“Tell me, recruit, why did you leave the battlefield?” Pur asked, strolling over to the young orc. He was far too thin, looking like a human teenager rather than an orc warrior. 

“The battle was lost. If I did not return, I would be unable to report what happened.” 

“Do you think I did not know?” Pur asked. The thin orc looked confused. “Do you think that, were this important, Gai would be unable to bring the information to me? Did you think that our god, the greatest and only god, was too weak to inform me of this simple fact... is that what you thought?” 

“... no.” 

“Then why did you flee?” 

“I…” He looked to Gur for help. Gur avoided his gaze. “... I wanted to live.” 

Pur smiled. It was a horrid sight, more threatening than a normal orc’s death glare. “As is your nature. We all feel that desire, the push to live and thrive. You cannot be blamed for feeling that.”

“Really?” 

“Really.”

“Oh, thank Gai. I was—” Pur stabbed his staff through the orc's throat, ending his life. 

“A soldier's duty is to die.” Pur was crying once more, as he so often did when he took a life. “Never forget this. You have served Gai well and will be rewarded.” 

“Big Uloth’s troops being destroyed is a bad sign. We have been discovered,” Gur said, ignoring the sound of blood gurgling. I didn’t even get to kill him myself. 

“It’s irrelevant. We are here to kill; them knowing that changes nothing,” Pur said. He never did wish to hear strategy. 

“Even so, we should move. Our current location is no longer viable. If we get caught in a pincer—”

“We won’t.” 

“How can you be so sure?” Gur was getting sick of this argument. He wanted to kill humans; they disgusted him, and he knew he had to die someday. But he didn’t wish for that day to come any sooner than it had to. 

“Because Gai keeps me informed. I know exactly what the humans are planning.” 

“How? Does he come to you in your dreams?” Pur had the audacity to look at Gur like he was the crazy one. 

“No. But he arranged for me to meet one of his agents in this land. Come with me.” Pur walked out of the tent without waiting to confirm if Gur was following him. He walked with purpose, leaving the camp and heading into the woods. 

They walked for a long time, getting so far from the camp Gur couldn’t see the fires anymore. Pur didn’t say a word as they moved, eventually leading them into a small cave. It was cold and dank. A layman would’ve thought it completely ordinary, if they could not feel the immense power coming from the wall. 

“Who—” 


“Kneel.” Pur ordered, doing so himself. Gur had never seen the arrogant clergyman do so before. He copied him in a trance. “Lord Genesith, I have brought Gur, as you ordered.” 

A feeling of dread settled in Gur’s stomach. He couldn’t even see who he was talking to, yet he knew instinctively that he was before a superior creature, one who could annihilate him with a thought. “My lord, it is an honour to be in your presence.” 

“Raise your head.” The voice that spoke back was cold and vaguely alien. He spoke Helspeak with no accent, yet somehow it still sounded wrong. Gur obeyed instinctively. “He is weak. But it matters not. With my aid, you will have the power you need to bring this nation to its knees.” 

“What will you have us do, Lord Genesith?” Pur asked. 

A man shimmered into existence directly in front of them. Gur hadn’t sensed another person at all; he was convinced there was no life in the cave except for himself, Pur, and Genesith. Genesith had fooled his senses somehow. 

“This is Crow, an agent of mine. He has a most important mission,” Genesith explained. Gur thought the tiny elf looked most ill-suited for an important mission. He did not say this. “You will provide him with the aid he needs.”


Chapter 26: Tomb

There were no guilds in Nekomi. The guild wars had not gone on for long, but the damage they caused had been immense, both in lives and infrastructure. As such, Queen Fiona II had banned all guilds. While individual adventurers were allowed, if only because they were too hard to police, organised groups of multiple teams were not. This led to Nexus and other countries' guilds picking up the slack, taking on the work of former Nekomi guilds. This meant money that once flowed through the Nekomi economy was now being directed out of the country, enriching her allies.

To prevent this, the royal military had started dealing with monsters and dungeons. Queen Fiona promised to create a country where adventurers were not needed. The result was that Nekomi had a military that could even rival Necrum’s, with garrisons located in every village and hamlet, no matter how small. But even with such a powerful military, they couldn’t do everything guilds used to do. Their only goal was to protect the citizens, not to help them enrich themselves or study ancient ruins.  

That’s why this job fell to Team Shining Steel. They had been hired to investigate the tomb of Hellgore. Hellgore was an orcish warlord who ruled the area that is now Central Nekomi about 1000 years ago. A team of archaeologists had stumbled across a large ancient site they believed to be his tomb. They wanted to investigate it, but it had been taken over by a group of monsters. The Nekomi government refused to intervene, so they called in adventurers. The first group they sent down died to some traps, as did the second. So, they raised the reward and widened the search area for their next employees. 

Looking at the entrance to the tomb, Raven was unimpressed. It was a hallway with an open doorway and a low roof. The area they were in was a dug-out bit of the woods, with only 1 entrance. The archaeologist, a squirrelly young Nekomi with ears that never stopped twitching, had shown them the entrance. Her name was Kimchi. 

“This is as far as I can take you. If I go inside, I might get attacked,” she explained. She sounded scared; she had the whole time, so Raven guessed that was just what her voice sounded like. 

“Fair enough. Anything you can tell us about what’s inside?” Solon asked. She shook her head. 

“No. All we know is that every other team has died somehow or another. We know there are traps from the early reports from the second team; they found the bodies of the first team.” She pulled a stone out of her pocket. “This is a Message Stone. Please keep us informed of anything you discover. That way, if you die, we won’t lose our progress.” 

“Thanks, Kimchi. Your concern is touching.” Solon accepted the stone. “Alright, let’s go, team.” 

They descended into the tomb. Solon had to lurch to enter, as did Mina. Felimie and Raven were able to walk normally, although Felimie crouched anyway to keep her hair clean. There were cobwebs everywhere. 

“I hate spiders,” Felimie muttered, shaking one off her hands. Raven had never understood having a fear of spiders. Even poisonous ones wouldn’t bite you if left alone. Usually. 

“Don’t be scared,” Raven said, trying to comfort her. She was directly behind Felimie with Solon in the lead, and Mina behind him. 

“I can’t help it. They’re so gross.” Felimie smacked a spider with a book, killing it. “They’re the worst thing about exploring ruins.” 

“Most people would say the monsters are the worst part,” Solon said.

“They’re the best part.” Mina punched her fist. “This wouldn’t be fun without the opportunity to kill something.”

They reached the first room. Solon pulled the map out of his pack. “Alright, so from here on out the ceiling shouldn’t be so low. But this is also the end of the cleared section. There’s apparently traps everywhere from here on out, and I don’t trust the previous teams to have cleared them properly.”

“You want me to take the lead?” Felimie asked. 

“If you're okay with it. If not—” 


“It’s okay. I don’t mind a little risk, and I’m the only one who’ll be able to see traps.” Felimie’s mana sight meant she could see most rune-based traps even when they were inert.

“Raven, I want you directly behind her. Keep an eye out for any mundane traps. A rolling boulder can be just as dangerous as a fireball.” Raven looked at him blankly. 

“A what?” 

“A boulder. Like if there’s a trap that drops a boulder onto us.” 

“That’s not a thing.” 

“Of course it is.” 

“No, Raven’s right. No one's ever done that,” Felimie said. “Outside of books, that is.” 

“Is that so?” Solon blushed, scratching his cheek. Raven snickered. “Either way, my point stands. Be careful.” 

Rearranging themselves, they headed deeper into the tomb. Solon produced a lunar ball for light. Raven quickly noticed that they were steadily moving down as they went. If the tomb collapsed, we’d never survive at this depth.

Felimie raised a hand abruptly. “There’s a trap.” She pointed to a wall, where nothing was. 

“Can you disarm it?” Solon asked. 

Felimie held a hand to the wall, and it started glowing with runes. It was Ancient Hydrese. Raven couldn’t read them but could recognise them from the golem incident. The runes quickly rearranged themselves, some changing entirely. “I’ve altered the makeup of the runes to make the magic short itself out. It’ll still trigger, technically, but the mana will counter itself until it’s completely drained.”


Chapter 27: Spiders

Felimie was enjoying herself. She had never planned to be an adventurer, but after her first excursion with Solon, she found herself craving the feeling. And she was useful. Felimie had read about ancient tombs filled with traps, but she never imagined a single tomb would have so many. Every few meters she’d find another. 

Some had been partially disarmed; the previous teams clearly had someone capable of runic magic. Unfortunately, whoever it was had tried to disarm them by flooding them with their own mana. Sometimes, this was enough to destabilise a spell, causing it to fail. Other times it left it in a more volatile, harder to work with state than if they did nothing. Felimie suspected this was how the second team died. 

Most of the traps were only strong enough to injure someone or destroy a small section of the hallway. Felimie was starting to wonder if she was even strictly needed. Then she came across the big one. The runes were hidden in the doorframe, so that even someone with mana sight could easily miss them. But they were strong. 

“Nobody goes through this doorway. You’ll die if you do,” Felimie said. The team had already stopped to let her work. “It’s a fire trap. If it senses a living creature, it’ll immolate it.” A large burn mark on the floor showed that this trap had been triggered before. “I can disarm it; I’ll just need some time.” 

Felimie got to work immediately. It was a complex equation. She couldn’t short it out without risking it exploding. So, she had to find ways to drain the mana from it, creating an artificial leak that wouldn’t be too extreme. If she got it wrong, the fire could burn all the air in the room, and everyone would suffocate. 

She tinkered with it for hours. The spell was shockingly sophisticated for something over 1000 years old. Everyone always thought ancient magic was overly simplistic, as they knew so little back then, comparatively speaking. Yet this spell was like something a modern mage would write. And a talented one at that. Could an ancient mage have made this? A spider scuttled into the room. It was too small to trigger the spell, so it was able to walk through the doorway safely. Felimie squealed, crushing it with her shoe. 

“Is everything okay, Felimie?” Solon asked, walking over to her. 

“Huh, y-yeah… I just saw a spider.” 

“Get ready to fight,” Raven said, drawing her bow. 

“What? No, it was just a sp—” A giant spider rushed down the hallway towards them. It was as tall as Solon, and fat. Felimie screamed, running to the back of the group. “Kill it. Kill it.” She ran to the other side of the room. “But don’t go near the runes. They’re weakened but still active.” 

Mina ran to block the doorway. “This will be an easy engagement. All we need to do is draw it into the doorway and it will destroy itself.” She activated her Decoy ability. Felimie saw the mana in the spider stirring; it was preparing something. 

“Mina, do—” A web shot out, sticking to Mina’s arm. She cried out in shock as she was dragged through the doorway, bathing her in flames as she went. Fortunately, she had the foresight to coat herself in ki. The web burned, letting her free herself. 

“I am uninjured.” Mina threw aside her breastplate, which was glowing red. Her clothes had been destroyed by the fire, and her skin was red and charred. “Provide me support at a distance. I will take on the beast.” 

She blurred forward, hitting the spider square in the face. It screeched gutturally, rearing back and stabbing at her with its knife-like legs. She caught them, then a pair of arrows buried themselves in the spider's face. Amazingly, it still didn’t die. It kept struggling with Mina until a set of chains caught its back legs, pulling them out from under it. With her hands free again, Mina lodged her glowing fist into its body. It cried out, oozing web onto the ground. 

“It’s a tough bastard; I’ll give it that.” Mina grinned ferally as she struck it repeatedly. Raven kept burying arrows in it as well, while Solon held it still. Its cries were deafening, but they didn’t react. Finally, its body turned to pulp, green blood leaking out of its corpse. Mina spat at it. She touched her hair, frowning. “Piece of shit ruined my hair.” 

Her blonde locks had been burnt in places, making her haircut look strange and uneven. “We’ll buy you a hair growth potion when we’re back in town,” Solon promised. Mina shrugged. 

“It is of little concern.” 

“There’s more,” Raven said. “Lots more.” 

“Mina, get back in here right now,” Solon said. 

“And trigger the fire trap again? No, thank you. I’ll take my chances with the spiders.” 

“Felimie, can you do anything about the trap?” Solon turned to her. 

“Um, I can try, but—”

“Great. Do what you can. Mina, get as close to the doorway as you safely can. We’ll try to cover you.” Felimie rushed to the doorway, pulling out her notebook in search of something useful. She’d made a lot of progress, but she wasn’t nearly done. Usually, when working with a trap like this, she would want to check her runic balancing at least 3 times. 

The first spiders came around the corner. They were just as big as the one they had killed. Solon’s chains rattled, capturing them in a net. “Stay focused, Felimie. We need Mina out of there, now.” 

Felimie stopped watching the fight. Solon was right. She had a job to do. It was important that she stayed focused. That was easier said than done when she could hear chains rattling, arrows flying, and bodies smashing combined with the screams of spiders. Focus. Focus. I can do this. I’ve solved more complex equations a thousand times before. All I’ve got to do is find a way to drain it safely.

Felimie realised there was another option. “Solon. I think I can do something helpful, but it’s a little risky.” 

Solon was using 8 chains at once. Raven was firing arrows as fast as she could. Risking a glance, Felimie saw why. Mina had been pushed almost all the way back by a literal wall of spiders. Several had died, curling up bonelessly. But more kept coming. “Do it!” 

Felimie altered the runes. “Mina, go through the doorway.” 

Mina Ki Stepped back. The runes activated, and fire flowed. Only this time, it didn’t hit Mina. It went straight down the hallway towards the spiders. The sounds of dozens of spider’s screams mixed as the waves of death hit them. Then silence. 

“Nice one, Felimie.” Solon started healing Mina. Her skin was covered in cuts and welts. “Is everyone okay to move?”

Everyone voiced their confirmation.

“Good. We should head up again. The air feels thin here. Raven, we'll need you to create artificial airflow — we won't get much natural movement with such a small entrance.”


Chapter 28: Reverse Haircut 

“I wish I could kill that spider a second time for what it did to me.” 

Mina fussed with the burnt ends of her hair as she looked at it in her compact mirror. Ki extended a bit beyond the skin, but Mina always kept her hair long so a lot of it had been burnt off. Now, her hair was uneven, almost bald in places. 

“Time for another round of healing. We don’t want to risk you getting a bald patch.” Solon took her head, looking at it experimentally. She had burns hidden on her scalp. They had paused in a room as Felimie worked on the latest set of traps, Raven assisting as there was a mechanical element to them. 

“Can you regrow my hair?” Mina asked hopefully. 

“Hair’s not alive, so healing doesn’t work on it. But I can make sure the roots and stuff heal properly,” Solon said. He had already done a healing session, but he figured another wouldn’t hurt. He’d hate for Mina to end up with a permanent bald patch.

“Want me to give you a haircut when I’m done?” Solon asked. “I’ve got some scissors in my pack.” The scissors were designed to cut through thick rope, fabric, or other things they might need to cut in a dungeon, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t cut hair. Solon retrieved the scissors.

“Have you ever cut hair before?” 

“Me and Clare were orphans, remember? We didn’t exactly have money to burn. We cut each other's hair all the time.” Solon snipped the scissors a few times. “Plus… I doubt I could make it any worse.” 

Mina snorted. “You're right about that.” 

Solon let his mind wander as he worked, healing her at the same time he cut her hair. He always liked long hair. Mina’s long blonde locks were beautiful. But with so much damage, it wouldn’t be viable. It’ll be a long time before she can have long hair again. Maybe there’s enough for a ponytail. 

Solon felt through her hair, trying to find the bald patches. Oddly, he couldn’t find any. In fact, he couldn’t even find any short patches…

Mina’s hair had grown back to its original length, thick and full. Solon stepped back in surprise. “I think… I think you're transforming again.” 

“Hmm?” Mina had closed her eyes as he massaged her head. Opening them, she saw her regrown hair. “Magnificent. I was not looking forward to having a crew cut.” 

“What did you do?” Solon asked. He resumed healing her hair. 

“I… don’t think I did anything.” Mina fiddled with a lock of her hair. “I felt your magic flowing into me, guiding me to heal, and I let it, I suppose. My mother had a theory that my transformation was caused by you. It seems that she was correct.” 

“That’s…” Most transformations are controlled by the person undergoing the change. Even werewolves are an internal phenomenon, not triggered by others. In fact, there was only 1 example Solon could think of where a mage made someone else transform: Lilith’s demons. 

Solon cut off his magic, stepping back. 

“We should stop.” 

“Why? Isn’t this a good thing?” Mina turned around, her hair swishing behind her. It looked healthier than ever before, shiny and thick. “If you can do this consistently, it could be a great boon.” 

“Mina, you don’t understand. I might be using Lilithian magic. Maybe when I was studying the Black Grimoire, I did something, or maybe it’s something else, but… I don't think this is a risk we should be taking.” 

Mina pouted. “Is it really such a big deal? Raven is using Lilithian magic to hunt for Crow.” 

“That’s…” Solon looked around. “We should talk to Felimie. She’ll know more about this than me.” Solon practically sprinted over to his other girlfriend. She and Raven were kneeling by the dark entrance, fiddling with something. “Is it safe to stop working on that for a bit?” 

Felimie didn’t react until Raven poked her. “Solon asked you a question.” 

“Huh?” She looked up at him in shock. “Sorry, what did you say?” 

“Can you safely stop working on that for a bit?” 

Felimie nodded, casting a quick rune, then sat back on her haunches. “Is something wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost.” 

Solon quickly explained what happened. 

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Felimie said. 

“No, that really happened. Her hair regrew.” 

“I believe that. What I mean is, it couldn’t be because of the Black Grimoire, as you didn’t study it until after the first time Mina transformed.”

“Huh.” The tension flowed out of Solon, feeling like he had dropped a heavy backpack. “So, it’s not Lilithian magic.” 

Felimie put a finger to her lips, making her deep-in-thought face. “I also wouldn’t characterise magic that transforms someone else as strictly Lilithian in nature. Mina, when you transformed the first time, you mentioned how it felt like a choice.” 

“That’s right.” 

“A key factor to Lilith's magic was that it was non-voluntary. She could force people to become demons. Did you feel anything when Solon regrew your hair?” 

“I’m uncertain. I felt that Solon was healing me, trying to restore my form. I allowed it,” Mina said, grabbing a handful of hair. 

“Then it sounds different to me,” Felimie said.

Maybe she has a point. Solon still wasn’t sure. Lilith’s magic terrified him. He was so close to using it on Lex, only to be stopped at the last minute when he recovered. The idea that he might be using it on Mina made him very uncomfortable. 

“Besides, it’s not like there’s anything inherently unethical about using any type of magic. It’s all about what you do with it,” Felimie said. Solon frowned. “All I’m saying is that Lilith’s magic has lots of potentially benevolent applications. If she can raise the dead, then surely she can achieve amazing things in healing without demonification. Her demons are biologically immortal; perhaps you could invent a spell that would make Mina stop aging. Or enhance her abilities without any ill side effects.”

Solon got more uncomfortable with every word she said. The idea that he might accidentally turn Mina into an immortal demon was not something he was willing to risk. 

Mina took Solon’s hand into her own. “Solon. I know you wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. We can do this safely and move as slowly as you think is safe. But this is something I want to do.” 

Mina deflated. She could read his expression and already knew what he was going to say before he said it. “I’m sorry. Mina, I’m not going to do this again. It’s too risky. If I made a mistake and hurt you… I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”


Chapter 29: Mission Accomplished 

The job was finally finished. They encountered a few monsters, but none were strong enough to prove a real threat. Ultimately, most of the time was spent waiting around while Felimie and occasionally Raven disarmed an endless series of traps. Kimchi was thrilled. Solon agreed to do a walkthrough with her to prove everything was safe, checking through each room in turn. Kimchi rambled excitedly with Felimie about the various potential discoveries. 

Mina didn’t really understand much of it, but she was glad their client was happy. Once they were done, they returned to Casithe. 

“So, did anyone else think that was rather unchallenging?” Mina asked. They had settled in a small bar that Mina used to frequent, called the Wobbly Ears. Mina was glad to be back; it had been years since she had enjoyed a glass of proper lilum. The shops in Nexus all butchered it, including The Hungry Bear, though she didn’t say this to Bear himself. It was still the closest thing she could get. 

“You got set on fire,” Solon said dramatically. 

“That was hardly an issue.” Mina held up her hair to demonstrate. “And the spiders were a disappointment. I expected more.” 

“You’re complaining the mission wasn’t dangerous enough.” Solon scoffed. “You're mad.”

“Raven, you must agree that a more invigorating mission would be preferable.” Mina looked at her girlfriend.

“No. I don’t care about that.” Mina rolled her eyes. It seemed she was the only one who appreciated a good challenge. 

“I enjoyed it. It was fun disarming all the traps. It made me feel like an adventurer in one of my novels,” Felimie said. Mina smiled at her enthusiasm. She still lacked experience, so to her even a mission as bland as their last one would be thrilling. It was refreshing to see the outlook of an amateur. 

“Perhaps in the future we could use you again. Lots of old ruins have traps,” Mina said. 

“Really?” 

“It’s pretty common.” Solon scratched his cheek. “Though it depends on the goal and how sure we are we can protect you. This mission was ideal as it wasn’t a dungeon.” No monsters spawning meant it was easy to keep Felimie out of harm's way. Mina agreed with the logic, although they had dealt with the labyrinth which was much more dangerous. 

“If you were to train, you could become a fierce mage,” Mina pointed out. Solon had told her that Felimie had massive mana reserves, a common feature of Manaborn. It was part of the reason they elves disliked them so much. They often filled the same niche in a party. 

“I’m not so sure about that. I enjoy working with runes, but I can’t imagine myself becoming a battle mage.” Felimie fidgeted with her fingers. 

“There’s no need to be afraid. The study of martial arts will only make you safer. Even a basic knowledge of self-defence could one day save your life.” In Nekomi, everyone studied martial arts. It was considered a key part of the culture, even for men. 

“You don’t have to,” Solon said quickly. Mina got the feeling that she had said something unwise. 

Felimie smiled sadly. “Mina might be right.” 

***

Before heading back to Flamburg, Mina only needed to visit her mother one last time. Thane Suji had made time for her once already; she doubted she would have enough free time to do so once more. Regrettably, Mina was proven to be mistaken in this assumption. 

When they arrived back at the compound, she was quickly ushered into a reception room. Thane Suji was waiting for her, kneeling on her pillow with Lumina next to her. Jenkins was standing behind them. Mina took her position in front of her, lowering her head obediently. Her teammates flanked her on either side, with Solon behind her once again. Mina hated putting Solon behind her; it felt wrong. 

Mina bowed her head. “I’m honoured you would request my presence once more, Thane Suji. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 

“We’ve received an invitation.” She snapped her fingers, and Jenkins produced a letter. “It’s inviting the family of Mina Suji to a banquet at the royal palace of Nexus, as thanks for her valiant efforts in the battle against Gorgath.” 

“This is the first I am hearing of this. I understand if you do not wish to attend such a meeting.” 

“An invitation to a royal banquet is a great boon, even if the king of the humans is Unblessed.” Unblessed was a term for those who were capable of neither magic nor ki. It was not usually used in polite conversation, but Thane Suji used the term nonchalantly. “This will be a significant political event. Only a fool would pass up such an opportunity.” 

“So, you intend to come as my guests?” Mina looked at Raven, but she couldn’t read her expression. She knew she shouldn’t, but she dared to look back at Solon. His expression was even. He nodded at her, helping her calm down. Mina knew it would be uncomfortable for him, but she was glad she had his support. Turning back, she saw Thane Suji frowning at her. 

“As the Thane of Casithe, it’s only natural I would be in attendance. I would have been invited even without you.” 

Mina swallowed, realising her mistake. “I meant no offence. I merely meant—”

“We will attend as your guests. Your achievement is great, and for it to be achieved by a branch family member speaks volumes about the ability of those in the main line.” Thane Suji smiled without warmth. “We are very proud of you.” 

Mina lowered her head. Somehow, being praised by Thane Suji was worse than being scolded. “Thank you, honourable Thane. I will endeavour to live up to your expectations.”

“See to it that you do. Tonight, you and your companions will spend the night here once again. We will not have a family dinner. I have too much to attend to. Discuss any necessary arrangements with Jenkins.” Thane Suji stood up, making her way to the door. Jenkins opened it before she arrived. “Tomorrow morning, you will head to Locus. We will follow in 2 days once your cousin has returned from her trip.”


Chapter 30: Raven’s Confession

The journey to Locus was a long one. Locus was nestled against the Whitestone mountain range, at the source of the Whitechalk River. Before they could travel towards it, they first had to cross back into Nexus; then they were able to follow Whitechalk River, travelling up the King's Road towards it. 

The closer they got to Locus, the fewer monsters they saw. No king worth the title would allow badlands near his own home. A combination of powerful guilds and his armies ensured that any dungeons that formed were kept under control or destroyed. As dungeons are formed from mana condensing, destroying them is not always a viable option, particularly if they are large. But it is not impossible. Specialised rituals can be used to defuse the mana, turning them back into benign areas. Or the entrances can all be sealed. If the monsters aren’t strong enough to break free, then they will either die or be trapped. Depending on the situation, this can be a sufficient solution. 

Reports indicated that the Helkiti forces had fallen back across the Deblue River to the south and were hiding in the Deblue Marsh. They were heading in the opposite direction. So, with relative safety guaranteed, the group walked peacefully down Kings Road, making a beeline towards Locus. They saw melmoak trees, a rare tree known for having a magic aura, that only grew near Locus. They made an ideal location for hiding mages, but so far, they had only seen a few. 

Felimie and Mina were up ahead, discussing Nekomi culture, it seemed that their recent adventure had made quite an impression on Felimie. That left Solon to have some alone time with Raven. 

“So, I’ve been thinking I should grow a beard. I could never grow one when I was young; it always came in patchy, but lately when I shave it’s felt more even,” Solon said, stroking his stubble. 

“Don’t.” 

Solon looked at himself in the reflection of a puddle. “I mean, I’m not super into the idea. It’s more that shaving’s a hassle.” 

“I like you without a beard,” Raven said. “Stubble feels nice against my thighs.” 

Solon snorted. “That’s a good reason. Funny, I would’ve thought you would prefer smooth skin against your thighs.” 

Raven rolled her eyes with a smirk. “I can like both.” 

“Fair enough.” 

“When did you first have sex with Mina?” Solon's head snapped around to her in surprise. He opened his mouth to answer, then thought better of it. 

“I’m not sure if Mina would be comfortable with me answering that question. Let me check with her real quick.” 

“No.” Raven grabbed his sleeve. “Don’t, please.” 

“Okay… why do you want to know this?” Solon didn’t discuss his sex life with each woman with the others as a rule, although he did pretend to compare Raven and Mina sometimes as part of dirty talk. He had confirmed Raven didn’t mind him doing so, and it fit Mina’s kink. 

“We’ve not had sex.” Solon’s surprise turned to shock. 

“I… well, everyone moves at their own pace.” Solon and Mina had sex almost immediately after getting together. I tend to have sex with everyone on the first date. Am I a slut? Solon was a slut. He knew this and decided he was happier as a slut, so he wouldn’t change. 

“I’m worried she doesn’t want to date me. When we got together it was… weird.” Raven winced. “We said we’d go at her pace. Maybe she doesn’t want to do anything at all.” 

“That’s a possibility. Have you talked with her about it?” Raven shook her head. “While I love that you feel comfortable enough to come to me with your problems, I think you might be making this harder than it needs to be. Talk to Mina and tell her how you feel.” 

Raven looked at Mina, watching her as she walked. “I should tell her I’m horny?” 

Solon bit his lip to stop himself from laughing. He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. “I wouldn’t phrase it exactly like that.”


Chapter 31: Locus

They finally arrived in Locus. Raven had never seen such a giant city before. Even at a distance, its sheer size was mesmerising. Its buildings zigzagged up the sides of 3 mountains with bridges connecting them together. Beneath, a vast sea of people stretched out for miles on end, all surrounded by a black wall that glistened in the light. On top of the walls, Raven could see men walking to and fro, all carrying weapons. Intermittent towers stood with ballista’s pointed outwards. 

There were 3 gates to enter from, each one leading to a different mountain. There was the central entrance, which led to the royal district. It was the largest and most expensive area to live in. Despite its size, it also had the smallest population. The eastern entrance was designed for ships coming up the river. It was colloquially known as the fishermen's entrance. It was large enough for great ships of war to go through, though today only small merchant vessels were going in and out. Raven and her party entered through the western entrance; this was known as the Adventurer's Gate. It was named such because any merchants who entered through this gate tended to need a party of adventurers to protect them from what lay further west. Despite this, it was the busiest entrance of them all. The desire for trade meant people came from far and wide. 

Once they made their way inside, Raven saw this first-hand. She had thought Labity was a busy city, but Locus made it look like a village out in the sticks. There were hundreds of voices competing with each other, all screaming about the quality of their wares to anyone who would listen. The streets were wide, but in the middle various stalls and individuals had set up shop to try to hawk their wares. The shops on either side were more established, with the owners waiting for people to come to them rather than trying to draw people in. 

Despite the chaos, Raven noted that the roads were perfectly straight. She could see the route to the mountain stretching out before her uninterrupted until it suddenly bent to compensate for the need to go uphill. The houses on the mountain were all massive, shining in the sunlight like jewels. 

“The 3 Peaks Capital certainly lives up to its name,” Mina said, her expression mild. Could she not see the marvel of human ingenuity spreading out before her? 

“How are we ever going to find anything here?” Solon asked. They moved to the side to let a rather irate group of travellers into the city. 

“I think that’s the University of Locus,” Felimie said, pointing to the sparkling set of buildings partway up the mountain. “I’ve always wanted to see the scholars there.” 

“Perhaps later. For now, we need to find an inn. I doubt the professors would be eager to have us squat in their halls,” Solon said. “It looks like we’re in a market. If we want to find somewhere to stay, we should probably head deeper into the city.” 

“It may be wise to obtain a map,” Mina said. The idea of needing a map to navigate a city would seem silly normally. To learn where everything was in Flamburg, Raven had wandered around until she learnt what she needed to know. Labity had been larger, but well-organised enough that she had got the basic idea after a couple days. Looking at the behemoth city before her, Raven suspected she would not be able to use her usual method. The banquet was still 2 days away, so they had plenty of time to get used to the city before reporting to the royal palace, but it still seemed impossible. 

“Does anyone around here sell maps?” Solon asked. 

“Over there.” Raven pointed to a shop with the calligrapher's pen and parchment symbol. 

“Alright. Let’s buy a map, maybe we can also convince the owner to tell us where a good inn is.” 

Heading over to the map store proved more difficult that Raven expected. The throng of people never stopped moving, forcing them to barge their way through to get where they wanted to go. It felt incredibly rude, but she had no idea how else they would get there. Inside, dozens of people were milling about, taking books out of bookshelves that lined the walls and scanning their contents. There was even an upstairs with more people. The only worker was behind the counter trying to get through a long line of customers who made no effort to hide their impatience. 

“So much for asking for help,” Solon said. “Alright, I guess buying a map was plan-A, anyway.”

Luckily, the books were well organised in sections. It didn’t take long to find a map that claimed to include everything of import in the city; it had been written that same year too. Solon balked when he saw the price, but Mina reminded him that things were more expensive in capital cities. He tried to haggle, but the store owner shut him down immediately. So, reluctantly, he brought it and they made their way towards what the book described as the inn district. The idea of a city having enough inns to fill an entire district seemed mad, but when they arrived, this proved to be a reality. Dozens of inns sat next to each other in a row, and every single one was full to the brim with people. 

They took the book's recommendation to go to an inn called the Adventurer’s Knee, which had a picture of an armoured knee on its sign. Many inns did not take kindly to adventurers, so the book recommended only going to those that explicitly welcomed them to avoid trouble. Inside, it looked like a guild. There were people of all races and creeds gathered without any sign of hostility, drinking and making merry. A pair of large orc bouncers stood by the entrance, watching everyone closely. A sign indicated, in several languages including Common, that they could keep their weapons, but if they drew them, they would be thrown out and not be reimbursed for their room.

Solon wanted to eat something other than rations or hunted food, so they had a meal, then headed up for the night. Like the map, it was more expensive than any inn they had ever been to before.


Chapter 32: Felimie’s New Lingerie 

It was good to be in a proper bed again. Tonight, Solon would be sharing his bed with Felimie. She had a surprise for him. He didn’t know what it was going to be, but he already knew he would like it. 

“Are you ready for me, Master?” She called from the en-suite. 

“I am.” Felimie entered the room, accompanied by the sound of a bell ringing. She looked torn between whether to cover her body or not. Solon was glad she wasn’t. She was wearing a cow print top that had cut-outs over her tits, letting them hang out, and a pair of matching stockings and a thong. She had complimented this with a cow headband with fake ears lined up with her horns and cute cuffs. Around her neck she was wearing a patterned collar, with a cowbell hanging from it. A fake tail hung down between her legs. 

“Is-is this outfit okay?” Solon stood up, striding over to her. He grabbed her chin, tilting her head up to look at him. 

“You're irresistible.” He kissed her passionately. She melted into his embrace, pressing her chest against his own. 

When they broke, she was grinning stupidly. “You said you liked hucows. I thought you might want to milk me… moo.” 

“I would love to.” Solon grabbed her tit, leaning down to suck on it. 

“Hah, we can do that if you want. But I had a different idea.” Solon stopped, looking up at her. It was new for Felimie to take the initiative like this. “I brought a bucket.” 

Solon’s eyes widened as he realised what she wanted. She didn’t want it to be just the trimmings; she really wanted to feel like cattle. “Hucow’s don’t stand on 2 legs. Go and retrieve the bucket. Crawling.”

Felimie lowered herself to be level with his crotch, then dropped onto all 4s. As she crawled away, Solon noticed it wasn’t just her top that had holes in it. Her panties were crotchless, the slit extending back to her asshole. Her tail was coming from her rosebud, where a plug was nestled inside it. 

“A proper tail for a proper hucow. Good slut.” Felimie looked back at him, wiggling her ass enticingly. 


“I thought you’d like that, Master.” Solon spanked her ass. “Ha!” 

“Go get the bucket. We need to milk those udders of yours.” Felimie scuttled off, returning quickly with the handle of a bucket in her mouth. She placed it at his feet. Solon stroked her hair. “Good hucow. You're very clever for a milk maker.” 

“Hucows don’t need to be smart, moo. They just need to be obedient and make milk for their owners, moo.” Solon sat on a stool, patting the bed.

“Get up here.” Felimie hopped on, her pendulous breasts hanging beneath her. Seeing her nipples, Solon desperately wanted to bite them. He resisted the urge. She still needed to be milked. He placed the bucket beneath her and took hold of her nub. With one hand he pulled on her nipple, with the other he massaged the boob itself. He encouraged milk flow to ensure it went well. Of course, with Felimie this was never an issue. 

“Moo. So good.” She sprayed out milk from the first squeeze, moaning with pleasure. Solon kept milking her, steadily massaging her tit and teasing her nipple. The sound of her needy panting was music to his ears. He knew she wouldn’t be able to hold out for long. She never could. “Moo. Master, my milky tits feel too good. I think I’m going to cum from my slutty udders being milked.” 

“Do it.” He squeezed her tit extra hard. Felimie cried out, her nipple spraying out milk. Her other nipple even started to dribble juice without being touched. “That’s it. Make lots of milk for me like a good hucow slut.” 

“Yes. I’m a hucow slut. I’m your hucow slut, Master. Moo.” Seeing she was done for now, Solon switched nipples, starting again. Felimie’s breath caught as he touched her. They were only halfway done. 

Solon spanked her ass. “Not bad milk production. To think you’ve only been producing for a short time,” he said, stroking her cheeks. “I bet you could fill this whole bucket.” 

“That’s a 4-litre bucket,” Felimie said, voice strained from pleasure. “I’m not sure I can make that much milk.” 

“Look in the bucket,” Solon ordered. Felimie looked down, then gasped. “It’s already over halfway full. You're not an ordinary hucow. You’ve got the biggest udders I’ve ever seen. It’s only natural that you’d be special.” 

Felimie orgasmed. Solon hadn’t expected her to cum so soon, but his words had pushed her over the edge. He grabbed her other nipple, encouraging the spray as she cried out in ecstasy. “I’m a good hucow. Yes, milk me until I’m dry. I’ll make all the milk you could ever want, moo.” 

He milked her throughout her orgasm. When it was finally done, pussy juices were dripping down her legs and the bucket was full. Solon put the bucket aside. “You did very well, Felimie. Such a delicious drink for me.” He ran his tongue over each of her nipples, making her shiver. “I can’t believe how easily you cum. All it takes is a few nice words and you're putty in my hands.” 

“I’m always putty for you, Master.” Felimie was out of breath, her eyes filled with love. “I’m your hucow. I belong to you and will obey any order you give me.”

Solon couldn’t ignore his erection anymore. He pounced on her, making her giggle as he pinned her to the bed. “Milking a hucow is fun. But it’s important to fill them up with cum.” 

“Yes.” Felimie bit her lip. “But you’ve also got to put a proper harness on them to hold them in place.” Solon hesitated, remembering her reaction to the fight against the Helkiti. Felimie put a hand on his cheek. “I want this. I’m not trying to prove anything. I want you to tie me up, Master.” 

Solon’s concerns were assuaged. Summoning his chains, he wrapped them around her breasts like a harness. He then made more, binding her wrists and ankles to the bedposts so she was spread-eagle before him. Solon smirked down at her. “Is this what you had in mind?” 

“Almost. You forgot an important thing.” Solon raised an eyebrow at her. “You can’t have me mooing so loudly that everyone hears. You need to make me a gag.” She opened her mouth in invitation. 

Solon swallowed, his erection so hard it almost hurt. He formed the chains around her head, then snaked them into her mouth. He made a wide link, with a gap just big enough for her tongue to slip through. Felimie quickly tested this, wiggling her pink muscle at him teasingly. “Moo.” 

With her mouth gagged like that, even that was slurred. “So sexy.” Solon pushed his cock into her soaking wet pussy. He felt the plug in her ass rubbing against him. It was long and bulbous, making her cunt extra tight. “So good.” 

Solon grabbed her tits as he fucked her. She squealed in pleasure, mooing over and over again as he ravaged her. The sound mixed with the wet slapping as he pounded into her. Solon was in heaven as he used his hucow. Burying his face in her chest, he felt the soft, warm flesh envelop him. Bound as she was, all Felimie could do was take his cock as he used her like a sex toy. 

“Sho clothe,” she slurred around the gag. Solon smirked. She was going to cum again soon. He kissed her, feeling her tongue move between the gag as she tried to kiss him back. Then she lost control. “Moo!”

She was cumming around his cock and the buttplug. Her expression contorted with bliss, eyes watering. Solon rubbed her clit, adding to the stimulation as he used her. “Do it. Keep going. I want my cow slut to cum hard.” 

All she could do in response was squeal more. Her nipples leaked milk, which he happily slurped up, making eye contact with her the whole time. He had a literal bucket of her milk to play with, but there was something so wonderful about milk fresh from the source. When her orgasm ended, she slumped back, eyes half-closed in exhaustion. Solon removed the gag. 

“Moo. Thank you for using this hucow, Master.” Felimie giggled, wiggling against his cock. 

“I’m not done yet, milky.” Solon pulled his cock out, slapping her wet slit with it. “I’ve still not cum yet.” 

“Ha! I’m sorry. Please use me until you're satisfied. If my breeding hole isn’t good enough, maybe you’d like to try my asshole.” Felimie licked her lips with a dirty grin. “I promise you’ll find it to be much more accommodating. If my tail gets in the way, give it a nice firm tug. I’m sure it won’t be an issue again.” Solon looked down at the toy buried in her ass. He gripped the fabric in his hand, getting a solid grip before yanking it out. “Yes!” 

It flowed out of her ass smoothly, revealing a long line of bulbous beads connected by a string. Solon marvelled that she’d had all of them in her ass. “You’ve been very naughty, putting all of these inside you.” 

“I wanted to show off,” Felimie said. “I know how much you like my ass. And I used plenty of edible lube, so there won’t be an issue if you want to use my ass right away.” 

She grinned coyly, acting like she was being in any way subtle. Solon knew exactly what she wanted. “Clean it with your mouth.” 

“You must think I’m a filthy anal whore.” Felimie gasped, opening her mouth wide and sticking her tongue out. She wiggled her tongue at the beads. “You're right.” 

Solon lowered the beads towards her mouth. As soon as the first one made contact with her tongue, he slammed into her ass. Felimie whined as she tasted her own ass, eyes closing in pleasure. “Enjoying that, whore.” 

“Ha. Yes. It's delicious. I’m so glad I’m your hucow anal slut,” Felimie mewled. She sucked a bead into her mouth, pursing her lips around it. Then she took another, and another. Solon watched in awe as she sucked up the beads one by one until her cheeks were bulging around them. 

“Fuck, you sure know how to put on a show.” Her cheeks undulated around the beads, her moans punctuating the action as he rammed into her. Seeing her act so brazen and slutty, Solon couldn’t hold back anymore. “I’m going to cum inside you, whore.” 

Felimie spat the toys out, letting them land on her tits. “Do it. I want to feel your hot cum in my slutty asshole. You’ve trained my body to be obedient to you and you alone, so now you’ve got to use it to get off.”

Solon groaned, his cock twitching as he shot his thick, ropey cum into her tight hole. Predictably, Felimie’s own orgasm followed. She cried out in joy, her pussy and nipples both leaking as she came all over his cock. Solon tightened the chains around her tits, making even more milk spray out until her chest was covered. 

When he was done, he pulled out and climbed on top of her, licking the milk off her tits hungrily. “Drink up, Master. I made this milk all for you, moo.” Solon didn’t leave a single drop undrunk. When he was done, he dismissed the chains, letting her move freely again. Felimie wrapped her arms around him, hugging him to her chest. “Was I a good hucow, Master?” 

“The best.” Solon relaxed, letting his face rest against the sheets. His mind wandered as he felt more relaxed than he had in days. “Any idea what we should do with that bucket of breast milk?”

“Well, it’s always nice to have a drink with breakfast. This should keep us going for a few days.” 

“Where’d you get the new lingerie?” Solon asked. 

“There was a seller downstairs. I brought some while you were in the restroom.”

“I’m impressed. I thought you’d find that sort of thing too embarrassing.” 

“It was a little. But I wanted to surprise you.” Felimie sighed dreamily. “Did I do well?”

“You did fantastically.” 

Felimie giggled, her chest shaking. “This outfit was worth every coin.” 

“Oh, that reminds me, I read that book you recommended,” Solon said. Felimie liked talking about books after stupid slut roleplay. She said it helped her feel like herself again after a pleasant break. 

“Labity: A history?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And?”

“You were right,” Solon conceded. “It’s just so weird. Why would Septimius be described as a man and a woman by different sources?”

“Well, there are a few different theories on that.” Felimie’s lecturer mode was turned on. Solon relaxed, ready to listen to a long rant. “Basically, the first theory is that it’s the result of bad translations. Elves don’t separate men and women, at least in terms of pronouns; everything is gender-neutral to them…”


Chapter 33: Locus University

The University of Locus was the oldest educational facility in the world, or so it was believed. It claimed to be over 1500 years old, which would make it predate Nexus itself. Naturally, verifying this fact is next to impossible. Supposedly, they had an ancient text that directly referenced it, but they refused to show it to guests, as it was too valuable to risk damaging. Even sunlight can be damaging to ancient texts. 

Looking at the central tower, Felimie believed the claims were true. She had never seen anything quite like it before. The various buildings of the university were a sort of time capsule, showing how architectural norms in Locus had changed throughout the years. The central tower was the oldest. It was so old, it would probably have collapsed if it hadn’t been covered in half a dozen layered enchantments. 

The central tower looked like a series of houses built progressively on top of each other, each with a wide square balcony with gargoyles spewing water from the corners. The water from each gargoyle would fall into the gargoyle below until it reached the bottom, at which point it flowed up some pipes back to the top, making a continuous loop. The walls were made of stones of irregular shape, size, and material. Some were bright red, while others were shiny black. Some even appeared to have gems encrusted in them. It looked remarkably unstable, but Felimie knew the enchantments meant it was stronger than Locus’ city walls. At the top, a thin spire pierced into the sky. Felimie had read about this at length. Its actual purpose had long since been lost to history, but it was known to have been used for a grand experiment. As a result, it was jealously protected by successive deans of the university. They feared that if it were ever to be destroyed, a great catastrophe would occur. 

“Um… are you feeling okay, Felimie? You’ve been staring at the building for a while…” Solon asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. 

“Hmm, have I?” Felimie turned to her friends, seeing Mina looking confused and Raven indifferent. “Sorry, I thought I would never be able to see this. Being here is so thrilling.” 

“If you react like this to seeing the building, I can only imagine how excited you’ll be if we get inside,” Mina said. The plan was to use the Suji name to try to convince whoever ran the university to let them have a look around. The general grounds were open to the public, but the buildings were generally unavailable except to students and staff. “Let’s see if we’ll get lucky.” 

Mina marched in with knightly confidence. Felimie trailed behind her, trying not to look like an overeager fool. It was hard to hold in her excitement. I’m going to see one of the greatest educational institutes this world has ever known.

Mina knocked on the door confidently. They heard a rustling inside. Eventually, a Nekomi woman opened the door. She was middle-aged, with grey hairs starting to peek through her natural ginger. “You're late. I was told you would be here by 2; it’s 2:05.” 

Mina tilted her head in confusion. “I think there might have been a mistake.” 

“No. There has not. I agreed to show you around. The least you could do is be on time.” The way she said agreed, Felimie got the feeling she wasn’t happy about it. 

A short elf ran into view, looking very flustered. “Sorry, sorry. I’m really sorry.” It was Leafgear, and he looked about ready to collapse from exhaustion. 

Everyone turned to him in surprise. “And who are you? I wasn’t told I’d be escorting a group.” 

“I am Leafgear, Temporary Grand Seeker of the Seekers of the Absolute Magic.” Leafgear bowed formally, still huffing and puffing. “I am looking for Professor Sofia. I was told she could give me a tour.” 

“That’s me,” Sofia said. She looked at Mina, confused. “Who are you?” 

Mina bowed with a flourish. “I am Mina Suji of the Suji household. I was hoping that you could give my companions and I a tour of the university.” 

“If you think I’m going to be impressed by your surname, you're mistaken.” Sofia's lip curled. “This is a university. Noble rank means nothing here, only knowledge.” 

“Oh, Mina, it’s good to see you again. And Solon, Raven, and Felimie too.” Leafgear waved excitedly. “Professor Sofia, please let them come with me as my guests. I can assure you they’re true scholars.” 

“That means a lot coming from you,” Sofia deadpanned. “Whatever. It’s not worth the fight.” She turned, disappearing into the building. “Well, are you going to follow me or not?” 

***

Solon was glad they went to the university. Initially, he feared it would prove to be a waste of time. Professor Sofia was not excited to see them. At all. Then Felimie started asking questions. The more they talked, the less Solon understood. They were discussing how Elvish classical magic theory is different from modern human magic theory. Solon didn’t even know there were 2 different magic theories, but apparently the difference was vital. 

“So, Leafgear, what are you doing here?” Solon asked, approaching the mage. Leafgear wasn’t participating in the conversation. Professor Sofia had warmed to him somewhat, but it quickly became clear that unlike Felimie, he could not keep up with her. Once they reached the library, he started browsing the books, leaving them to their debate. 

“Imra, that is to say, Queen Imra, arranged this meeting. As the Grand Seeker, I’m trying to legitimise the Seekers. Having a working relationship with Locus University would be very helpful.” Leafgear scratched his head, looking at Felimie jealously. 

“Oh, hey, so you're the new Grand Seeker. Congrats, man.” Solon smiled brightly. 

“I accepted it as a temporary position. Xalon has been missing since the battle with Gorgath. Regrettably, we are starting to believe the worst may have happened.” Leafgear looked down despondently. 

Nice one, Solon. Really smooth, Solon thought. “I see. That must be very difficult. Xalon was a good man.” 

“He was. He helped many people, myself included. I can only hope that I will be able to live up to his legacy.” Leafgear took a deep breath. “It’s going to be a challenge. But I’m going to do everything in my power to make the Seekers of the Absolute Magic into a respected international organisation like Locus University.” 

Solon nodded, although he doubted that would ever happen. Gorgath’s attack and the rumours around it had only worsened the Seekers' reputation, and it was bad to start with. “Well, good luck with that. And remember, if there’s ever anything we can do for you, I still owe you one.” Leafgear had saved Mina when she was attacked at the Seekers compound. Solon still had no idea who attacked her. Considering she stole Felimie’s notes, it was likely Mina wasn't her target. 

“I will remember that, my friend. But do not feel indebted. After what you did against Gorgath; I think it’s safe to say that all the citizens of Labity, and beyond, owe you a great debt.” 

He was being so earnest in his admiration. Solon wasn’t used to being praised so overtly. It was rather uncomfortable. I don’t deserve this. He smiled despite his discomfort. “Thanks.” 

“Solon, we’re going to the section on Lilithian magic. Isn’t that awesome?” Felimie called, practically vibrating with excitement. Considering the topic of conversation with Leafgear, Solon couldn’t match her energy. 

“I have so many interesting things to show you. We have some texts here that aren’t available anywhere else in the world. If you think you know Lilith, then think again,” Sofia said, gesturing for Felimie to follow her.


Chapter 34: Genealogy 

It was past dinnertime. Solon and the others had all left to go eat, but Felimie was too enraptured to go with them. She had missed meals before; she’d live. Locus University was even better than she hoped. It had more information from a wider array of sources than Felimie had ever seen. It made the Flamburg Public Library look like a pamphlet by comparison. 

“This book is interesting. But I have to say I disagree with its fundamental assumption.” Felimie put down the book On the Origins of Magic Races. Over 200 pages it had discussed how the various races had come to be. It provided a theory that didn’t involve gods and goddesses at all, instead postulating that mana itself caused a mutagenic change in life around it. It was the result of magic that ki formed, as a natural defence, resulting in Nekomi and orcs who were altered by the ki in their bodies prenatally. Meanwhile, elves and dark elves were formed by welcoming external magic into their bodies, resulting in changes. If the book was right, humans were the base of all life, with everything else having spawned from them. Considering all races on Gaia were able to interbreed and produce viable offspring, the theory did have some weight.

“Which one?” Sofia sat across from her, marking some students' papers. She had been complaining how so few seemed to really embrace the topic of magical research, viewing being a battle mage as the be-all and end-all of magic. She didn’t seem to think much of battle mages, including Solon and Leafgear. 

“The first is that humans are the original creatures. I noticed that the author's name, John Smith, is a human name. Perhaps this made him biased and resulted in him ignoring that humans themselves are hardly less magically inclined than other races.”

“Are they not? Most other races have enhancements of some kind, be it elves' hearing or orcs' muscle mass.” 

“Yes, but you're forgetting about human mimicry abilities. Humans often learn to mimic other races' abilities the quickest.”

“I suppose. Although, that’s not a universal trait.” Sofia waved her hand. 

“They also have better stamina.” 

“Debatably.” Felimie frowned. “I’m not necessarily saying you are incorrect. But the study that said humans had the greatest stamina had many sampling issues, like taking participants from the military.” 

“Oh, I didn’t know that.”

“It’s a common misconception. We did the original study, so I have access to it. I imagine you’ve only ever seen the results discussed in other works.” Sofia smiled magnanimously. “I can get it for you if you like?” 

“Perhaps later. I’ve already got plenty of books to read.” Felimie gestured to the pile of half a dozen books Sofia had recommended she read. 

“Was there anything else you disagreed with?”  


Felimie felt awkward bringing up her next complaint, but she trusted her new friend to be sympathetic. “It keeps referring to Manaborn as Demonkin, and insists that we are an artificial race created by Lilith’s demons breeding with other races.”

“Ah, yes, sorry. That book is over 100 years old, at that time the term Manaborn hadn’t been coined yet,” Sofia said, wincing. “But aside from that, it is considered accurate.” 

“What?” 

“Manaborn are the descendants of demons.” Felimie reeled back as if she had been slapped. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think that makes you any worse morally or anything. But it is the leading theory.” 

“No, that can’t be correct. Just because we share some superficial characteristics with demons doesn’t mean we must be related to them. How would they even breed with a human?” 

“I’m afraid the answer to that question isn’t a nice one,” Sofia said, grimacing. “But the records show that no Manaborn existed until after Lilith’s reign began.”

Felimie felt the ground open beneath her. She had always believed with all her heart that what others said had to be untrue. She couldn’t be the descendant of such monsters. “Are you sure? Maybe the records are wrong? Perhaps there’s another explanation. This book is all about how mana can affect the unborn. Maybe wild magic caused a mutation that resulted in my ancestors being created,” Felimie said. It was the theory she had been trying to prove for years. 

Sofia rocked her head back and forth. “Anything is possible. Lots of records and such from that time are biased or otherwise incomplete.”

“Maybe we came from one of the other continents?” 

“Again, possible. The Northern continent was all but destroyed by Lilith; maybe your people once resided there…” Felimie could tell Sofia did not consider this a reasonable theory. “But… it’s improbable. We have a lot of evidence to support these findings.” 

Felimie got up. “I don’t believe this.”

Sofia reached for her. “Felimie, you of all people should know you can’t reject evidence just because you dislike the answer it gives you. Sit down; we can discuss this more. I think once you read the records, you’ll find them quite enlightening.” 

Felimie didn’t listen to her. She ran out of the room, her heart aching from the words of a woman she thought was her friend.


Chapter 35: Raven and Mina

“This city has so many fine eating establishments; perhaps we should treat ourselves to a meal,” Mina said. She held the city guide, reading through the section on cuisine as they walked. Locus had an entire district dedicated to restaurants, with food and cuisines from around Corpus and beyond. 

“I can’t. I need to do something, but you guys go without me. I’m sure you’ll have a nice time together... alone,” Solon said. Mina looked at him oddly. He was giving Raven a pointed look. 

“... Okay. Do you want to eat out, Raven?” 

“Yes.” 

“Great. You 2 go talk, and you can meet me back at the inn when you're done.” Mina knew Solon was up to something. He wasn’t as subtle as he liked to think he was, and after so long together she was used to his tricks. Regardless, she decided to ignore it. If he wanted some privacy, that was his right. 

They ended up in a fine dining restaurant that specialised in local food harvested from the mountains. It was expensive, but Mina never concerned herself with such trifles. “I’ll pay. I asked you out, so it’s only fair.” 

“Okay.” Raven ordered a mountain goat curry, while Mina went for the stew. They served Nekomi food as well, but she didn’t trust them to do so. She caught a glimpse of the chef, and he was clearly human.

“It’s been a while since we could relax. Everything's been so hectic since we left Flamburg.” Mina took a sip of her drink. 

“Do you want to have sex with me?” Mina choked. Thumping her chest, she looked at Raven in shock. 

“Why-why would you ask that? You know… how I feel about that topic.” Mina looked around, confirming that no one was watching them. 

“I don’t.” Mina’s head snapped around so fast it almost hurt. 

“What do you mean?” 

Raven’s expression was grim. “If you don’t want a sexual relationship, that’s okay. My goal is to understand what sort of relationship you want.” There was something in the way she spoke that reminded Mina of how Solon spoke when discussing kink limits. 

Has she spoken to Solon about this? Mina sighed. She would ask later, but for now Raven had concerns that needed answering. “The truth is, I’ve never done anything with another woman before. In Nekomi, such things aren’t talked about. You told me to take the lead, but I don’t know how.” 

“Oh, okay.” Raven’s expression returned to neutrality. “I could tell you the ways women can have sex together.” 

“Um…” Mina looked around the restaurant again, confirming no one was looking at her. “Would you prefer to discuss this in private?” 

“No.” 

Mina paused, taking note of Raven’s expression. She was answering literally, missing the subtext of what Mina said. I need to face this. No one’s paying attention. Besides, it’s just sex. I can talk about this properly. Mina schooled her expression. Talking about sex so casually was strange to her, but clearly, she was the odd one out. Perhaps it was time she got used to being more candid. Delaying the conversation would lead to a very uncomfortable meal. “Okay, tell me what you would like to do?” 

“Have you ever worn a strap-on?” Raven asked, sipping her drink as cool as a cucumber. 

“Is that not a type of sword sheath?” 

“No. The opposite, in fact.” Raven grinned the way she did when she told a dirty joke. Mina tilted her head, not getting it. “A strap-on is a special harness to hold a dildo as if it’s your cock.” 

The waitress came, putting their food in front of them with a flourish. “Enjoy your meal, madams.” 

The waitress winked at Mina. She definitely heard that.

***

“I have a report for you, ma’am,” Jenkins said, bowing low. Piyana had arrived in Locus a day early alongside Lumina. Travelling without Jenkins was a nightmare, but sometimes it was unavoidable. Jenkins was a fine butler, but that was only his public face. His private face was a job that was most unbecoming of a man. 

He was Piyana’s personal spy. 

His ability to tail someone was second to none. He had a natural aura of irrelevance that meant most people wouldn’t pay attention to him, even as they had private conversations. On more than one occasion, Piyana had been thrilled to retrieve reports on her enemies who had been foolish enough to reveal key information in public. 

“What is the report?” Piyana felt disgusted already. She knew what he was going to say. Few people paid Jenkins any mind, but that was a mistake she never made. She could read his expressions no matter how much he tried to hide them. 

“I’m afraid Mina has been corrupted.”

Piyana sighed, leaning back in her seat. “As I suspected, Solon has dominated her. To think, one who carries my blood would allow themselves to kneel for a human.” Piyana hated humans. They were loud, brash, and abhorrently culturally unaware. When she became Thane of Casithe, she had been given the opportunity to fight them for decades. The lords of Drakesharbour had been her enemies in a series of battles that made her who she was. During that time, she had lost many people she cared about. Friends, lovers, and even children had been taken from her. 

Then peace was declared. 

Queen Saoirse had brokered a peace shortly after she ascended to the throne. She claimed that the country was too exhausted to project power; that the war was pointless. Pointless. She had given so much in service to her queen, sacrificing those she cared about to bring honour to the nation. Yet, in the end, the borders were no different from when the fighting began. The humans were not humbled and continued their barbaric practices with impunity. A king sat on the throne across the river, and she was supposed to accept this? 

Piyana was a loyal Thane first and foremost. Her mother had raised her to know that loyalty was first amongst the virtues. She would not betray her liege. But that did not mean her hatred would be forgotten. 

When Mina expressed her desire to go to the human lands, she allowed it. Mina had been weak, a false warrior who lacked what it really took to be great. She had hoped that seeing the decadence and weakness of human women would help her understand the true nature of femininity. That she would dominate the weak humans and bring pride to those who died. The idea that she had fallen, submitting herself to one as unworthy as Solon, disgusted her. 

“There is more, ma’am,” Jenkins said. 

“What else could matter?” 

“She has also engaged in a salacious relationship with the elf.”

“Surely you jest.” 

“I’m sorry, but it is true. I heard them discussing their… proclivities in a restaurant. They were brazen in their descriptions. There was no room for misunderstanding.” 

Piyana felt sick with rage. This had to be stopped. She would not allow the humans to defile her family any longer.


Chapter 36: Raven X Mina

Mina’s heart hammered in her chest. She was waiting for Raven to return from the en-suite. She was waiting for Raven to fuck her. Over dinner they had discussed limits and kinks, so Mina knew what was coming. At first, it had been horribly embarrassing; she felt like she was doing something wrong, but it quickly became apparent no one cared. As that became increasingly obvious, Mina’s embarrassment had given way to excitement. 

But with the act so close, Mina couldn’t help but be nervous. What if she wasn’t good at it? Solon had always told her she was a good slut, something she took a strange amount of pride in. She wanted Raven to think she was a good slut too. This had led them to realise a potential problem: they were both subs. Raven had literally never been dominant in her life, and Mina knew she didn’t like it. They decided that since Raven had more experience with women, she’d take the lead this time. Mina got the feeling that she was excited to give it a try. 

Mina had dressed down for the occasion. She was naked except for some cheap, slutty red lipstick and blue eyeshadow. 

The door swung open. Raven strutted out, a smirk on her lips. She had every right to be arrogant; she looked irresistible. Any lingering thought that Mina wasn’t bisexual fled her mind as she took in Raven’s outfit. Raven was in a black latex catsuit that fit her perfectly, the surface polished to a mirror shine. She complimented the look with platform boots that made her as tall as Mina, and most noticeably, a white strap-on dildo. 

“On your knees, kitty,” Raven ordered, lowering her voice. “Kitty isn’t allowed on the furniture.” 

“Oh dear. I didn’t mean to be a bad kitty, Mistress,” Mina purred, climbing down to the floor. She crawled towards Raven slowly, never breaking eye contact. “Are you going to punish me?”

Raven squatted down to her level, pulling her into a burning kiss. She used a lot more tongue than Solon; their tongues rolled over each other. She broke the kiss, a trail of saliva hanging between their lips. “I am, but first, you're going to show off that talent of yours.” 

“What talent would that be?”

Raven stood up, her strap-on literally slapping Mina’s chin. “What do you think?”

Mina swallowed, feeling her pussy heating up. Solon’s training had been wonderfully effective, even with a fake cock she found herself getting insanely horny picturing herself sucking it. “I’ll be a good kitty.” Mina slid her tongue down the side, trailing kisses as she went. She left lipstick marks on the shaft, her cheap lipstick coming off with every touch. 

“That’s it. Get it nice and wet.” Raven stroked her hair and ears as she worked, slobbering all over the knob. She was so condescending, Mina couldn’t believe how good a dominant she was. Raven had always been so submissive with Solon; Mina assumed she couldn't be anything else. She couldn’t have been more wrong. 

Mina pulled back, swirling her tongue around the tip. Then, making eye contact the whole time, she pushed down onto the cock. Her throat was well-trained, letting her breathe through her nose as she took the toy in her mouth. Feeling cheeky, she stuck her tongue out, flicking it across Raven’s covered crotch. 

“Hold it.” Raven ordered. Mina wrapped her arms around her waist, grinning around the cock. She wasn’t going anywhere. “Good kitty.” She pulled out, slapping Mina with the wet sex toy. “Ass up. Face down.” 

Mina folded herself over, pressing her face into the wooden floor. Raven ran her latex-covered hand over her ass, the cool material making her shiver with excitement. Her hand moved between Mina’s legs; she spread them without being asked, giving her full access to her pussy. “Do it. Use your kitty’s pussy, Mistress.” 

Raven’s hand zeroed in on her lips. She was so close, mere inches separating Mina from her pleasure. “You think you deserve pleasure.” Raven spanked her ass, growling. “After being such a bad kitty and sitting on the furniture, you’d dare ask me to pleasure you?” 

“Ha, I’m sorry, Mistress. This stupid kitty forgot herself,” Mina said. She wiggled her ass. “Please spank me more. I deserve twice as much punishment for being so dumb and forgetful.” 

“Masochist,” Raven spat. The insulting way she said it only turned Mina on more. Raven spanked her again. 

“Yes, I’m a masochist. You can hurt me as much as you like, and I’ll always beg for more.” Raven spanked her slowly, drawing out each blow for maximum impact. Mina’s cries of pain soon shifted to needy moans of desire, her body submitting to the superior woman. 

“10 more spanks.” 

“Only 10?” Mina pouted. “I’ve been a very bad kitty. I think I deserve at least 20.” 

“10,” Raven said, her voice like iron. “Count them.” 

Raven’s next spank went through Mina’s whole body. Her ass cheek burned wonderfully as Raven drew back for another. “1.” Another brutal spank. Raven hit the exact same spot as the first time, making Mina squeal. “2.” 

Every strike was perfectly aimed. She gave Mina just enough time to relax before lashing out again, pushing her hard but never too hard. By the halfway point, Mina was leaking juice down her legs, her pussy begging to be touched. Mina didn’t dare ask. She had to count. “8.” 

“Slut.” Another smack. 

“9.” Mina bit her lip, trying to suppress her moans. She failed, the next spank forcing her voice out. Mina was shaking with anticipation as she waited for the next strike. It was so good, she couldn’t wait. Wait, why’s she—

“10!” Raven hit her, taking her off guard. Mina cried out in joy as the blow hit, rolling onto her back and squirming. 

“Thank you, Mistress. Thank you for spanking this naughty kitty,” Mina said. She giggled, feeling the residual burn. 

“Good kitty.” Raven put her boot on Mina’s crotch. She rubbed her heel back and forth against her sex. “Slutty kitty.” 

“I am. I’m a dirty, dumb, slutty kitty,” Mina cried, feeling the pleasure rapidly growing. After so much foreplay, she was ready to in an instant. “Please, let me cum from your wonderful shoe, Mistress.” 

“Pathetic.” Raven’s insult was the last thing she needed. Mina fell over the edge, whining as the ecstasy overwhelmed her. Raven leered at her as she came, grinding her boot on her pussy. When it was over, Raven lifted her foot. “You got cum on my shoe.” 

“Hehe, I did. I couldn’t help myself, fucking your boot felt so good.” 

Raven sneered at her. “Clean it.” 

Mina felt her mouth water. Raven moved so her boot was over Mina’s face, her heel hovering over her lips. Mina grabbed it, pulling it down and licking the sole. Raven watched with rapt attention as Mina tasted herself, letting out exaggerated moans. “So yummy, Mistress.” Raven pressed her foot down on Mina’s face. “Ha!” 

“Lean over the bed.” Raven removed her foot, letting Mina bend herself over the bed. Coming up behind her, Raven ran the strap-on up and down her slit. 

“Do it. Take me. Show me how powerful you are, Mistress.” Raven gave her another spank, then slipped inside her. Mina let out a long moan as she was filled. Raven’s hands slid under her, groping her chest. 

“Every part of you is slutty.” She started rocking her hips. “Your tits are slutty.” She squeezed Mina’s boobs. “Your cunt is slutty.” The sound of Raven’s latex-covered thighs hitting her ass cheeks was musical. She kept speeding up, her natural agility kicking in. “Even your mouth is slutty.” 

Raven put 2 fingers from each hand into Mina’s mouth, spreading her lips apart. Mina stuck her tongue out as Raven pounded into her, loving how stupid she knew she looked. She wished she had an audience to admire her. Yes. So fast. Fuck me hard, Mistress. 

Raven leaned over her as she pounded, her latex-covered chest pressed into Mina’s back. “Who’s prettier?” 

“You are!” Mina’s arousal skyrocketed. She had been looking forward to this part. 

“Who’s smarter?” 

“You are!” 

“Who’s stronger?” This one stung, but that only made it better. 

“You are!” Every time she said Raven was better than her, she got more aroused. Her humiliation drove her to greater heights, her pussy squeezing down around the dildo. “You're better than me in every way. I’m such a worthless cunt, all I’m good for is serving my betters with my body! Oh, fuck, I’m going to cum. I’m—” Mina bit the sheets as Raven sped up, driving her wild. The bliss overwhelmed her as she came on the fake cock, gripping the sheets so hard her knuckles turned white. When it was over, she slumped, grinning like a fool. 

“You cum so quickly,” Raven said, pulling the toy out of her. She undid the straps, letting it fall between her legs. 

“Maybe you're just that good,” Mina said, crawling forward to give Raven space on the bed. Raven joined her, kneeling. “But it does make me feel guilty. My slutty cunt came twice, but I’ve not given you a single orgasm yet.” 

Mina bit her lip, letting her eyes fall to the zipper over Raven’s crotch. Raven silently undid the zipper, revealing her beautiful, tight slit. “Eat it.” 

Mina crawled between her legs, smelling her arousal. She had never licked a girl down there before, but she knew what she liked done to her. She imagined it couldn’t be that different. She started cautiously, letting her tongue glide over the edges while watching Raven’s reaction. Raven was as stoic as ever. She slipped her tongue into her, exploring her pussy experimentally. It felt nice, smooth, and had a subtle but pleasant taste. She found her clit and finally saw a chink in Raven’s armour. The slightest wobble of her lip showed Mina was having an effect. She’s going to make me work for it.

Mina knew there was such a thing as too much focus on the clit; a little variation helped keep them on their toes. So, she licked around, deliberately keeping her contact with the clit limited at first. She used her fingers as well, putting them inside and feeling around for her g-spot. Raven’s reaction when she found it was bigger, her voice leaking out. Mina decided to go for both sensitive spots at the same time. “Ha, that’s it.” 

I’ve never heard Raven sound like that before. She sounded so needy and desperate. Mina loved it. She pushed past her nervousness, going for it in earnest. She steadily increased her attention on her key spots until she was lapping at her clit relentlessly while grinding into her g-spot. She found that with Raven, the rougher she went, the better. It wasn’t long before Raven was panting for breath, her juices flowing out onto Mina’s tongue and chin. Mina knew she looked like a mess, and she loved it. The dirtier she looked, the better. Seeing the look of pure arousal in Raven’s eyes made it all worthwhile. “Do it. Cum on my face. Cover me in your juices, Mistress.” 

“Slut.” Raven groaned, grabbing her own latex-covered tits. She ground her pussy into Mina’s face, her moans growing louder until she was screaming. “Yes. Don’t stop! Right there!” Mina tried her best to obey, even as Raven moved about like a madwoman. If her screams were anything to go by, she did a good job. She didn’t know Raven could be so loud! 

Raven got up on her elbows, grinning at her. She looked tired, but also satisfied. “Was I a good kitty, Mistress?” Mina asked sweetly. 

Raven pulled her into a tight hug. Mina snuggled into her latex-covered body, loving the feeling. Raven kissed her forehead. “The best.” 

For a while, they lay there, content in each other's arms. No more words were said, but they both knew how they felt. This was not a one-time thing. Their relationship had changed fundamentally; Mina wasn’t holding back anymore. Raven was her girlfriend.


Chapter 37: Slog

Slog thought Crow was an odd man. When he was a youth, Slog had been a member of the lowest class of Helkiti society, the Unworthy. The role of an Unworthy was simple. They were cannon fodder. In a battle, they were sent in first, with no expectation of survival. The only way they could earn a good place in the afterlife was by dying with meaning. Slog failed to die multiple times. He had been sent on skirmishes to the human lands, often fighting those that were considered the natural enemies of the Helkiti: the druids. 

Druids did not worship gods; instead, they served life itself. They cared for the earth, but not for Gai. It was a bizarre thought, and one Slog had never understood. He was even more confused that Crow was on their side, when Slog had personally killed so many druids. 

They were doing a dungeon dive. Crow had explained that a dungeon dive was something done by people called adventurers, who would search for valuables. He did not deign to explain what they were searching for or why it was valuable. Slog knew that if he needed to know, Diocese Pur would ensure he knew. 

The dungeon was a series of dark tunnels, with a low, wet ceiling. It reminded Slog of where he grew up, the only difference being that monsters spawned. The monsters that spawned were odd. Slog did not know enough to understand why, but they seemed different to normal monsters. Crow knew something was wrong with them too; he was afraid to touch them. He stayed at the back, making the Helkiti fight for him. Slog understood. He was not Unworthy anymore, but the rules of society never changed. The priestly caste avoided danger, while the lower ranks would be sent to their deaths. 

An arrow flew. 

Someone had triggered a trap. The arrow would pierce Crow’s throat. Slog intercepted it, deflecting it with his sword. “You saved me,” Crow said, smiling at him. 

“It is my duty.” Slog sheathed his sword again. 

“You are a good man.” Crow put a hand on his shoulder. His grasp of Helspeak was rather poor; his word choice sounded like a combination of a priest and a housewife. “I will be sure to report this to your… senior.” 

“It is my duty,” Slog repeated. Informing his superiors that he had executed his duties would not endear him to them. Why would they be impressed by that which was expected of him?

“Indubitably.” Crow clapped his hands like a chimp. “However, you did a bang-up job.” 

Slog paused, looking at the strange man. “Why are you doing this? You are a druid, are you not the friend of life?” 

“I am.” Crow touched his chest, looking disturbed. “But sometimes, that means making hard decisions. This world could be better, don’t you think?” 

Slog glanced forward. He knew the other members of the team. They were all Worthy, a rank he shared with them. Their fate was to die as heroes. “I wonder sometimes if what we do is right or not. I don’t enjoy it.” 

“Life isn’t about doing what you enjoy. It’s about being right.” 

“Is what we’re doing right?” Slog asked. A Helkiti should never ask a druid what is right. Yet somehow, he felt it more appropriate than asking a diocese. 

“Yes.” Crow was beaming with confidence. “I know what is right. I am right. Always.” 

“You are a man of great conviction. If you lived in our lands, you would be a diocese.” Slog did not mean it to be a compliment. 

“Thank you.” 

The men ahead started yelling, revealing that they had found a doorway of some kind. Crow moved forward, shining a torch onto the door, revealing that it was covered in strange runes. Slog had never learnt to read, so had no idea what they said. Crow ordered a man forward, telling him to put his hand on the door. He did as he was asked, then Crow cast a spell. 

The man aged decades in seconds. Slog watched in horror as he withered away, becoming a shell of the great warrior he had known, then fell to the ground, his hand still glued to the door. Crow stared at him dispassionately. “I need another volunteer.” No one responded. To die of old age was to miss out on the chance of salvation. Slog did not know if his friend had died of old age, but it sure looked like it. “You. Here.” He pointed to Slog’s friend. Helspawn. Helspawn was a true believer, one who had lived his entire life in such a way as to please Gai. His face showed no fear, but Slog knew his heart was a different matter. 

“No, I’ll do it.” Slog stepped forward, offering his hand to Crow. Crow smiled. 

“How heroic.” He grabbed Helspawn’s hand, slamming it into the door. 

“No!” Slog tried to pull him free, but his hand stayed stuck to the door, which swung open. “Helspawn, speak. Are you okay?” 

Helspawn’s skin had turned the colour of ash, his lips withered and thin. “Your blade.” 

Slog knew what he wanted. He drew his blade, slicing his friend’s throat. “Be with Gai. You deserve it.”

The others had moved on. They did not care for such a naked display of emotion. Slog left his friend, ignoring his heart. He found a strange mound on the ground. “Why did you do that? I told you to take me.” 

Crow was staring at the mound. “Yes, but you saved me. It’s only right that I return the favour.” 

“That is not what I wanted.” Slog heard liquid hit the ground. His blade was wet with his friend's blood. 

A tentacle shot out from the mound. Crow dodged it, but Slog wasn’t fast enough. It pierced Slog’s throat, blood filling his mouth. Slog held his throat. He did not wish to die. He wished he could be elsewhere, with Helspawn. Crow looked at him, his eyes showing no emotion at all. 

“Odd. I thought Parasite was supposed to be asleep.” 

Slog once wished he had been born to the druids instead of the Helkiti. He hated fighting. He hated knowing he was fated for death. But it did not matter. He could not change fate.


Chapter 38: The Morning of the Banquet

“I must say, while it is nice of them to invite us to a banquet, they should know it’s in poor form to host a feast during the winter months,” Mina said. Mina was painting Felimie’s face in preparation for the banquet. Solon was lying on his bed in his boxers, watching as his harem prepared for the meal at the palace. Unlike them, he was confident he could get dressed in a matter of minutes. “When food is scarce, it’s inappropriate for the nobility to show off what they have.” 

“Considering the physique of the average noble, I think you're alone in that opinion,” Solon quipped. While Lord Flam was in better shape in recent months, most nobles were at least moderately overweight. It was not a fact he relished, but it was undeniably true. The wealthy would eat to excess all year, while the poor struggled to survive the cold winters. For most of his life, Solon had been poor. Both as an orphan, then again after being kicked out of the priesthood. For him, starvation had been a very real threat. 

“Nekomi is unique in that they frown on any kind of revelry in the winter months. Most other kingdoms have no such rules,” Felimie explained. 

“Stay still,” Mina scolded. “I suppose with the Helkiti being here, it’s required to some extent.” 

“Huh?” Solon responded, as articulate as ever. “Wouldn’t the war make this a worse time to have a banquet?” 

“A banquet is many things. Yes, it’s a time of opulence. But it’s also a time to gather your allies and make deals,” Mina said. Solon nodded, understanding dawning on him. He had thought the banquet would be cancelled because of the attack, but that would be the wrong reaction. King John needed to gather his lords and meet with foreign royalty so he could prepare to counter the Helkiti army. 

A knock at the door caught their attention. 

“I’ll get it, Master,” Raven said, standing up with a spring in her step. In preparation for the banquet, they had brought her a new dress. It was a high-class affair, with instructions about the proper way one should present oneself. They were instructed to wear masquerade masks so that peasants and nobles could mingle alike. Solon felt it unlikely that this would have the desired effect, as the value of a noble's robe would naturally outstrip anything an adventurer could afford. 

Fortunately, Rising Phoenix did have a branch in Locus, so they were able to withdraw the money they needed to buy what they required for the event. Raven’s dress was red with a tight corset and a skirt that burst out around her. It reached the ground with a lacy finish and bird-feather decorations. Her mask was a simple golden design that looked beautiful with her red eyeshadow and lipstick. 

“I have a delivery for Mr Solon,” the courier said. 

“Give it to me.” Raven closed the door in his face. “Solon, someone sent you something.” 

“I didn’t request anything.” Raven pulled out a note. 

“It says it’s from Piyana. She wants you to wear this to the banquet.” Solon’s interest was piqued. For the event, he had brought a pricey 3-piece suit. Scooting forward, he took the package and opened it. He pulled out a strange piece of tartan fabric. It was yellow and orange.

“What is it?” Solon turned it over in his hands. It looked like a skirt, but that couldn’t be right. 

“It’s a kilt.” Mina sounded delighted. Solon wished he felt the same way. 

“She wants me to wear… this.” 

“Yes.” Mina grinned at him. “This is great.” 

“Is it?” 

Mina nodded excitedly. Solon hoped she was messing with him, but her expression seemed genuine. “It’s not just any kilt. It’s a kilt made of the family tartans.” Solon stared at her, waiting for her to elaborate. “Only members of the clan or very close allies can wear tartan in the family pattern. If she’s giving you this, she’s practically welcoming you into the family.” 

Solon winced. He really did not like the idea of wearing a skirt. He had nothing against cross-dressers, but he had never felt any desire to be one. “Hypothetically, if I didn’t wear this, how would that come across?” 

“Like you're rejecting Thane Suji when she’s trying to extend a warm welcome to you.” Mina crossed her arms; her expression left no room for argument. Solon looked at the strange skirt again. It wasn’t even soft; it felt cheap and rough against his fingers. “Are you going to wear it?” 

“How can I say no?” Regrettably, no one gave Solon an answer to that question. 

***

They arrived at the banquet before sunset. Technically, as the ones who vanquished Gorgath, they were the guests of honour. Under normal rules, they would be entitled to arrive last. Mina had advised against this, however, and Solon agreed. Other than Mina, none of them were nobles. Even Mina was only related to a thane. Making a show of themselves was not wise. 

The royal mountain was even more beautiful up close. Solon marvelled at the great palace that had been carved into the mountain; its towers could have come straight out of a fairy tale. Several tables had been set up around the courtyard, each covered with a pristine white cloth. 

Upon arrival, they had been greeted by a well-dressed man who somehow recognised them despite having never met any of them. He ushered them in, showing them to a table and adorning them with drinks. A small army of servants was milling about, ensuring that the few guests who had arrived had everything they needed. 

All around them, everyone was dressed in beautiful gowns and suits. Mina had brought Felimie an outfit yesterday; she had been so enraptured with the university that she got distracted and forgot all about the banquet. 

Felimie’s dress looked like liquid gold flowing over her curves, ending at her thighs in a way that naturally drew the eyes of anyone who looked at her. She had paired it with matching golden heels that were sharp enough to kill a man, and a bird-themed mask over her eyes. Mina even managed to track down golden lipstick and makeup, completing her monochrome outfit. Felimie had protested that it was a little much when Mina first gave it to her, but seeing the garish outfits of some of the other guests, Solon knew Mina was right. If anything, Felimie’s outfit was muted. 

Solon could tell neither Felimie nor Raven was comfortable. Unfortunately, he wasn’t either, so he had no advice to give them. “Try to relax,” Mina advised. “The banquet will not begin in earnest until the other guests arrive. Until that point, all we can do is wait. Nothing else is expected of us.”

“Solon,” a piercing voice cried. Solon saw Hayley, his fellow pupil gliding towards them. She was wearing a red dress that looked like fire clinging to her body, with a matching mask. Every stride she took oozed confidence and authority. Once she reached them, she punched Solon in the arm. 

“Ow, what was that for?” Solon rubbed his arm, giving her a sour look. 

“You said we’d keep in touch, yet I’ve not received a single letter from you, jerk.” 

“What?” 

“Don’t act like you forgot.”

“No, I didn’t. I’ve sent you, like, a dozen letters. You're the one who’s not been writing back.” 

“Like I’d believe that.” Hayley crossed her arms with a huff. “You must think I’m pretty stupid.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Felimie said. She had been there when he wrote several of them. It had become a regular habit of his. Hayley looked at her, pursing her lips. 

“Perhaps the letters got lost in transit. With the recent incidents, many systems have been pressed,” Mina said, avoiding saying the country was falling into chaos. 

“That…” Hayley began angrily. “... makes a lot of sense. Sorry, I’m so used to my mail being a top priority, I forgot that peasants sometimes lose letters.” 

Solon rolled his eyes. “You know, most people avoid saying insults while they’re apologising.” 


“Yeah, well, I’m not most people.” Hayley turned her nose up proudly, then burst out laughing. 

“You said your mail gets priority. But, unless I am mistaken, Solon has not received any missives from you,” Mina said. Hayley turned to her, looking thoughtful. 

“Huh, that is weird. I sent you 2 and Caprea isn’t that far.” Solon looked away from her awkwardly. Hayley noticed, narrowing her eyes at him. “Is there something you’ve not told me?” 

“I’m an adventurer. I travel around a lot.” Solon kicked at the floor. 

“When were you last in Caprea?” 

“... Summer.” Solon met her eyes, smiling awkwardly. “I may have forgotten to tell you I moved. In my defence, the letters I sent did have a return address.”

Hayley’s face reddened, and Solon took a step back, clearly expecting her to yell. Instead, she smiled. “You’ve not changed at all.” Solon held a hand up to her head height. 

“I got taller.”

“Are you trying to make me punch you?” Hayley said. Her words lacked any real bite, being more affectionate than angry.

“Couldn’t help myself.” Solon’s expression turned serious. “I wanted to thank you, by the way. I know that if it wasn’t for you… let's just say, I might not have been invited to a banquet for my actions in Labity.” 

Hayley blinked, visibly stunned. “Hmm, maybe you have changed a little.” 

“Just a little.” 

Hayley snorted. “Don’t worry about it. I promised Shinsui I’d look after your sorry ass. This is part of that.” 

“Still, I appreciate it. Really. If there’s anything I can ever do to help you, just let me know.” 

Hayley grinned evilly. “Oh, don’t worry, I will. There’s no way you’ll be getting off that easily.” She turned to the entrance, where some more guests were entering. “I’ve got to go. I’ll try to talk to you guys again later, okay?”


Chapter 39: The Warlady Arrives

The banquet was in full swing. Solon had never seen so many lords and ladies in one place. People had gathered from all over the kingdom of Nexus and beyond. The vast majority were from Nexus, naturally, although the Nekomi nobility were well represented. According to rumour, the delegation from Necrum had dropped out at the last minute due to some sort of internal issue. No one was surprised when the elves didn’t turn up; the various nations had been in chaos for decades, and most still considered Nexus an enemy for its control of Labity. Many were (accurately) claiming that Labity had been reduced to a puppet nation, removing power from the legitimate elvish government. 

Once a certain critical mass of guests had arrived, King John made his entrance with a grand fanfare, then began greeting everyone individually. Or rather, everyone approached him to receive a greeting. 

Solon had been nervous to meet the king, but the actual meeting proved anticlimactic. King John had worn a large robe and gold mask to hide his features. He thanked Solon, presented him with a sack of gold, then moved on to the next supplicant. After that, he returned to his seat, watching as the various nobles mingled with each other. 

“I’ve never seen so many phony grins before,” Solon said, wrinkling his nose in distaste. His team was tucked away to one side, affording them some privacy. 

“Welcome to the world of nobles,” Mina said dryly. “Where honesty is taboo and any truths must be veiled carefully, lest you offend someone.” 

“The food's good at least,” Raven said, happily munching on a large steak. Unlike a Nekomi meal, food was provided on an as-needed basis. The waiter would bring more food endlessly until someone told them to stop. 

“I can’t imagine living like this. It must be so stressful, never knowing if anyone's being honest or not,” Felimie said, wringing her hands. 

“Thane Suji always told us that the only person you can rely on is your family. Everyone else will betray you in the end.” Mina pursed her lips.

“How pessimistic.” Solon frowned. In a way, he agreed, although he imagined he would define family differently to Piyana. As an orphan, he had to choose who his family was. “Do we count as family to her now?”

“She gave you a kilt.” Solon nodded. Evidently, the gesture was meaningful. He hated wearing something so silly to a noble gathering. Aside from a few effeminate Nekomi men, he was the only one wearing a skirt. It didn’t help that wearing a kilt Nekomi style involved going commando in the winter. “You hate it, don’t you?” 

“I’d say when in Nekomi do as the Nekomi do…” Solon huffed. “It’s fine. Although I wish it were longer. My ankles are freezing.” 

“Yes, that was an oversight. Thane Suji didn’t have long to prepare; she must have struggled to find one that’d fit a man as tall as you on short notice.” 

A loud banging sound drew their attention to the main entrance. 

The doors bounced off the walls. An entourage of orcs entered. Standing in the centre was a tower of green muscle and metal. She strode into the hall as if she owned it, tusked lips spreading into a sneer. “John, you rat bastard!” Her voice boomed. She was wearing golden armour that glistened in the light and covered the bare minimum. It was designed to showcase her sexuality rather than to be effective armour. Her hair was tied into braids. 

“Morshel, I can't believe your fat ass could fit through the doors,” King John said, his cordial tone disappearing; replaced with one of naked aggression. Solon watched the scene unfold in stunned silence. “No mask? Shame. You could use something to hide that ugly mug of yours.” 

Morshel bared her teeth, marching over to him; she looked ready to tear his head off. King John had to angle his head up to look at her. “Oh, you are so fucking dead.” She grabbed him by the shoulders, pulling him into a bear hug. Oddly, the guards didn’t move. It became clear why when John started laughing as she spun him around. She threw him onto his throne, almost knocking his mask off. She looked around the room, eyes narrowing in challenge. “Where are the fuckers who killed Gorgath?” 

Everyone in the room turned towards Solon’s party. Solon had no idea what to say. “Greetings, fair maiden,” he said, stepping forward. “We are—”

“Fair maiden?” Morshel roared with laughter. “No one's ever called me that before. And you better not do it again.” She jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “I am Morshel, the breaker of heads and hips!” She slammed her hands against her armoured chest. “Let it be known, I’ll take on all challengers. Anyone who thinks they can take on the great Morshel, show me your strength!” 

King John stood up, laughing again. “Sorry, Morshel. But I can’t let you kill any of my knights,” he said. Solon couldn’t tell if that was a joke, or if she really would kill anyone dumb enough to fight her. 

“There are 3 things I love. And if you ain’t letting me fight, then I ain’t fucking anyone. And if I ain’t fucking or fighting, I’m going to need a damn good drink!” 

King John clapped his hands. A page ran forward, holding a stein filled with yellow liquid. “This is Plop. He will be your cup barer. If your cup ever runs dry, he will refill it.” 

Morshel grabbed the drink. “You better be quick. The last man who disappointed me didn’t live to tell the tale.” She threw the drink back, draining it in seconds. Solon had never seen anyone drink so fast, though maybe that was because so much spilled down her cheeks. “Another!” 

She threw the empty vessel at Plop, who ran off in terror. “Presenting Warlady Morshel of Twilsis,” the announcer said, rather late. Morshel growled at him, then marched off to take a seat at a table. Her entourage followed behind her. They were orcs like her, a mix of men and women whose only unifying feature was that they were huge; some were muscular, others were fat, but all of them were massive. 

Solon had heard rumours about the great warlady of Twilsis before. It turns out the rumours downplayed how insane she was. It made sense in a way. There’s only one thing orcish culture respected: strength. If she were going to maintain control of the largest orcish nation, she would need to be tougher than tough. There were dozens of other Warladys who would love to kill her, and none had succeeded, including the Helkiti. 

The other reason for that was that despite her rough attitude, she had worked hard to maintain her alliance with Nexus. This had provided her with the support she needed to conquer so much of the orcish lands, and more importantly, to maintain control of them after she was done taking over. Seeing her bizarre interactions with King John, Solon could tell how important the alliance was to both of them.


Chapter 40: The Deji Arrive

Lady Cyra was the picture-perfect soldier. She didn’t wear a dress, like the noble ladies. She wore dozens of her medals on a dress uniform. The constant clatter of metal on her chest made her feel faintly ridiculous, but she knew how she felt didn’t matter. This is how the game is played.

When she arrived, the announcer cried out her name and title. She made a beeline towards King John, who was lounging on a throne surrounded by those of high rank. She curtsied when she reached him, lowering her eyes submissively. “Your Majesty, it is an honour to be welcomed to this ball.” 

“Raise your head. This is not a time for humility. You and your ilk fought valiantly against Gorgath; it is only right you be rewarded for your actions.” Cyra smiled reservedly. 

“Presenting Lord Natsu, also of the Deji,” the announcer called. Cyra didn’t look back. Turning her back on the king would be a breach of etiquette. She had hoped he would dismiss her before the grinning idiot arrived; unfortunately, King John had no such intentions. 

“Marvellous. Both the heroes of the Deji have arrived together. I had feared that there might have been some sort of issue,” King John said, waving them over. Natsu came over, looking as foolish as ever. 

At least he wore his dress uniform. He only had a single medal, contrasting with Cyra in a way she felt showed her superiority. 

“Thank you for welcoming me into your home, Your Majesty,” Natsu said, then bowed. A servant whispered something into King John’s ear.  

“Think nothing of it. Tell me, have your arms healed properly?”

Natsu beamed. “Yes, they’re doing much better. The healer you sent to me was fantastic.” 

Cyra resisted the urge to roll her eyes. He’s arrogant enough to think King John sent the healer personally. 

“Only the best for those who protect my nation,” King John said. “I have arranged a table for you and your entourage; if you need anything, do not hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Cyra said, curtseying again. She left in the direction indicated, hoping that if she moved quickly enough, Natsu would not follow her. 

“Lady Cyra, there is something we need to talk about,” Natsu said, grabbing her arm. Her instinct was to punch him in the throat, but doing so at a royal banquet would be unwise. 

“Is there?” 

“Yes, it’s about Helene and the temple.”

“Who?” Cyra knew who Helene was, of course; she would have to be a fool not to. Helene was currently benign, but she had the potential to become a threat to her new situation. 

“She said you spoke to her before,” Natsu said. He looked as confused and naïve as ever. Truly, this was a man built to be a follower. In a way, it was a good thing the others had wanted him to become the new leader of Labity. A more ambitious man could have become a threat. 

“Oh, yes, I suppose we did. She’s the Priestess, correct?” 

“That’s right.” 

“What of it?” 

“Well, it’s just… I may have let slip that you were the one who told me not to allow any templars into Labity.” Cyra kept her expression cheerful; she couldn’t risk looking annoyed at the banquet being thrown in her honour; too many people were watching her. 

“Oh, is that all?” Cyra did her best impression of a politician's laugh. Hmm, too nasal.

“So, you're not mad?” 

“No. I’m not mad,” Cyra lied fluidly. “It’s hardly a big deal. I trust you explained my reasoning.” 

“I did.” 

“And you agree with my reasoning,” Cyra said, letting a tiny hint of warning slip into her voice. This question only had one answer. 

“I do.” Cyra stroked Natsu’s cheek in a way that would appear affectionate to an onlooker. 

“Then everything is fine. We are in agreement, so whether it was me or you who initially said it makes no difference at all.” 

“I… guess that’s true.” Natsu’s dumb grin grew wider. “Thanks, this helped a lot.” 

“Think nothing of it, dear. I’m always happy to guide you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I see some friends I wish to speak with.” Cyra peeled off before Natsu could waste any more of her time. This banquet was a rare opportunity to speak with some of the most powerful people on Corpus. She couldn’t afford to waste time speaking to her idiot subordinate. 

“There you are, darling,” Sapphire said, materialising at her side. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

Sapphire was another person Cyra had hoped to avoid speaking to. Cyra had the displeasure of meeting Sapphire after she became Lord Flam’s partner. Sapphire was his advisor in some capacity, and much more dangerous than she let on. Since her arrival in Flamburg, Sapphire had done everything she could to take control of the Deji. Cyra had tried to repel her, but the fact was that her finances were now inextricably linked to both Sapphire and Lord Flam. If they decided to cut off the flow of funds, the Deji would be destitute in weeks. Perhaps more concerning was the information she had and the friends she kept. If Cyra were to try to make a move against her, she was not sure she would come out on top. So, she put on her least authentic smile and greeted the dark elf who had dressed like a prostitute. She was wearing a sheer dress with fishnets underneath, and spikes over her nipples. Cyra had to fight to keep her eyes from drifting lower. “Sapphire, it’s so good to see you again.” 

“Come with me, there’s someone I want you to meet,” Sapphire said. She took Cyra’s hand without asking, acting like they really were friends as she led her over to her target. Her target was Graham, one of the king's chief advisors. When he saw them approaching, he ended his conversation to give them his full attention. 

“Sapphire, you look as ravishing as ever.” Contrary to his words, Graham appeared indifferent to her appearance. 

Sapphire said, “As do you. I wanted to introduce you to Lady Cyra of the Deji.” Graham took her hand, shaking it. Cyra had never felt such smooth hands before; this was a man who had never held a sword or hoe in his life. 

They exchanged pleasantries, Sapphire watching over them with a predatory smile. 

“Lady Cyra was telling me about how she wished she could face the Helkiti in battle.” Cyra couldn’t keep the shock off her face. 

What is she planning?

“A noble sentiment indeed, and not surprising from one of the heroes who fought Gorgath.” From his tone, it was clear Graham knew how little she had contributed to that battle. “Although I can assure you that won’t be necessary. Nexus’ military is more than up to the challenge.” 

“Will General Steelside be leading the troops?” Cyra asked, hoping to figure out what Sapphire was up to. 

“Yes, alongside King’s Mage Hayley. She fought Gorgath valiantly, contributing heavily to his ultimate defeat.” Graham grabbed a drink from a waiter without looking. “So, I can assure you that the Deji will not be needed. His Majesty would never expect you to involve yourselves in this matter.”  

Graham excused himself, then approached another group. Sapphire clicked her tongue after he left. “Pity.”

“Was your goal to get my men involved in a war?” Cyra asked, baffled. She couldn’t see how that would be to Sapphire's benefit at all, especially considering the lengths Lord Flam had gone to get her into Flamburg in the first place.

“A war? Darling, don’t be so dramatic. It’s the Helkiti. They come in, cause a big fuss, then get driven off. It’s hardly the first time this has happened, and believe me, when they’re driven off you want to be able to claim that you were involved.” 

“Why?” 

“The Deji is now a multi-city organisation.” Sapphire’s predatory expression returned. “Tell me, have you ever thought about expanding further?”


Chapter 41: Union

Nihil felt sick in her mouth. Humans smelt even worse than she remembered. And their voices? Repulsive. Nihil truly despised humans. She could tolerate all of it if it were not for the reason that she was in Locus. 

She was sitting at King John’s side when he stood. Everyone fell silent, turning to their liege with eyes filled with interest. “My subjects.” He raised a glass towards a table filled with human nobles, who applauded him. “My friends.” He repeated the gesture to the table filled with orcs and other races, including some of the nobility of Nekomi who had attended the event. “It gives me great pleasure to gather so many of you here today. This is indeed an auspicious occasion. We are celebrating the defeat of a Demon General by my army. Truly, it has been a long time since anyone has been able to claim they defeated a Demon General.” 

The way he's talking, you'd think he’s the one who killed the thing. Nihil wouldn’t be impressed if he had. Gorgath had been the first of the Demon Generals to lose in single combat. It stood to reason that he was also the weakest. Their victory had relied on using an ancient seal as well, if rumour was to be believed. 

“This is not the only reason I have requested your presence. I also have an announcement to make. I have finally found a woman I can call my equal. Indeed, today I present to you my new fiancée: Princess Nihil of Nekomi!” Nihil kept her expression carefully neutral, even when he arrogantly referred to her as an equal. She had known he was going to say it, yet still the words cut her deep. Until now, she had been in denial of what was happening, but it was impossible to ignore it any longer. 

She had been sold, and her people’s applause was deafening. 

King John rambled at length about their upcoming nuptials and what it meant for their nations. This is the life of a princess. Queen Saoirse’s rule was absolute. If she ordered her to marry an inferior human, she had no choice. She was a bargaining chip. Even more insulting, she was a bargaining chip being used to shore up a relationship with a weaker country. 

Nihil watched the audience carefully. She wanted to know who approved of her humiliation and who did not. She had many potential allies, but only a few would be brave enough to stand up to her mother. She would have to move carefully. 

King John raised his glass, proposing a toast. “Finally, our 2 households are to become 1.” 

Nihil raised her glass, but she did not drink when the others did.

***

“Princess Nihil, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Piyana said. She managed to bow despite her aged back’s protest. Nihil was seated beside King John, doing a rather poor job of hiding her distaste for the event. “And King John, you are very gracious to host this banquet.” Piyana repeated her bow. She despised bowing to a human, but she could not risk an incident over something so trivial. 

“Thane Suji, you appear to be in good health,” Nihil said, voice low and airy. She was speaking in Common, the human tongue. 

“I am,” Piyana said, also speaking in Common; she loathed the language but would follow her future liege's lead. “My lands flourish, in part, due to the recent trade with the humans.” Piyana looked at Nihil as she said the word human, watching her reaction. As expected, she frowned. 

“How wonderful. I was most pleased to hear about the completion of the Peace Bridge. I think in the future, it will become a key juncture between our lands,” King John said. His voice was friendly, but his expression was unreadable under his mask. 

“If both rulers wish it, then I’m sure such a goal will be achieved.” Piyana made eye contact with Nihil. “As a servant of the crown, I will ensure that your will is done. Our goals are aligned.” 

“That is true. We both want what is best for Nekomi,” Nihil said, understanding her implicit offer. “I’m sure that in the future I will come to rely on you and your kin.” 

“It is an honour to serve.” 

***

“Cousin Mina,” Aurora called out, walking over to them. She was wearing the Suji house colours, the same as Solon. Solon thought the get-up rather strange, but she was pulling it off. She looked remarkably like Mina, considering they were cousins; the only difference was that her hair was brown rather than blonde. She approached Mina with her arms out as if expecting a hug, but she stopped when Mina bowed to her. She returned the gesture with a small frown. “And this must be Solon, your new man.” Her voice had a scratchy, brittle edge to it. She looked Solon up and down, grinning. “Not bad. He’s tall, so should provide you with strong heirs.” 

Solon chuckled at her joke. At least he hoped it was a joke. “Yes, this is Solon Steel,” Mina said rigidly. They exchanged bows. Raven and Felimie had gone off for more drinks, so it was just the 3 of them. “Solon, this is my cousin and the heir to the Suji family, Miss Suji.”

“Just call me Aurora; we’re practically family after all.” She had a friendly grin, contrasting with Mina’s more severe expression. Solon couldn’t quite figure out what the relationship between the 2 of them was like. 

“In that case, you can call me Solon.” 

“I see Grandmother gave you the kilt, after all. I’m sorry, I tried to talk her out of it,” Aurora said, gesturing to the offending garment. 

“Being gifted a kilt is a great honour; there is nothing to apologise for,” Mina said firmly. 

Aurora shot Mina an amused look. “It’s -5, and he’s in a kilt that doesn’t even reach his ankles. That’s not a gift; it’s passive-aggressive torture.”

“I don’t think Thane Suji would do something like that,” Mina said, rubbing her arm. 

“Really?” Aurora’s voice was tainted with mirth. “It’d be weirder if she didn’t. It’s nice of you to wear it, but you really didn’t have to.”

“I didn’t?” 

“You did,” Mina said. “Aurora is just trying to be funny.” 

“Trying?” Aurora held a hand to her chest in mock hurt. “Whatever. I just thought I’d stop by and see how you were. Sorry I missed you when you visited the house. I had a meeting up in Heartland.” 

“Yes, I heard about that. What was it about?”

“It was a war meeting.” Aurora said it casually, but the words still made everyone tense. “Now that we’re officially in an alliance, Queen Saoirse wants to send troops to aid her future son-in-law.” Solon was glad to hear there was a real plan to deal with the Helkiti. It seemed that Mina had been right; the banquet was about forming alliances. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m shortlisted to lead the troops.” 

“I must confess, I’m rather surprised,” Mina said.

“It’s because of all this Peace Bridge stuff. They want Casithe and Drakesharbour to be the centre of the alliance,” Aurora explained. “By having me lead the troops through Drakesharbour to support Nexus, we’re sending a message that we’re now firm allies. It’s not really anything to do with me personally.” 

“I wouldn’t say that. The fact that they put you in charge of the army shows they have a lot of faith in you,” Solon said. “Especially considering how young you are.” 

“How old do you think I am?”

Solon hesitated, unsure how to answer. “... young.”

“I like this guy,” Aurora said with a wide grin. “He’s smart. Well chosen, Mina.”


Chapter 42: An Unexpected Guest 

Solon was surprised to find that royal banquets were, above all else, rather boring. A few of the lower-ranking nobles had been interested in him, wanting to hear the story of his fight with Gorgath. But after telling it a few times, it rapidly lost its zeal, becoming a chore more than anything else. It didn’t help that the story ended with the death of his father. A few noble ladies had cried for Shinsui, but most were blatantly indifferent. Why should they care that a soldier had died? That was what soldiers were for. 

That he wasn’t a soldier in their armies was apparently lost on them. 

Solon sighed, walking out of the main hall. He’d told his girlfriends he wanted some time to himself. They respected this, allowing him to slink into what appeared to be a library. He scanned the books, but he quickly gave up. He’d never be able to get any reading done. The harp music from the next room was far too loud. 

He leaned back in his diamond-tufted chair, closing his eyes. “Solon.” 

His eyes cracked open, looking at the one who had disturbed his peace. “Angel.” 

“Can I join you?”

Solon really didn’t want her to, but seeing the nervous look on her face, he caved. Telling her to leave would be like kicking a kitten. “Go ahead.” She took a seat across from him. Solon noticed that she was wearing Necrum fashion: a black spiked corset and skirt with metal studs. She even wore traditional fishnets with tears and platform boots. Despite her fashion statement, she was squirming in her seat awkwardly. “Whatever you want to say, just say it.” 

“Ah… I… I’m sorry about what happened to Shinsui. We didn’t meet for very long, but he seemed like a good person.” 

“He was.” Solon scowled, making her flinch. He forcefully relaxed his expression; he hadn’t meant to scare her. He was letting his annoyance at the nobles show too much. “Is that all?”

“No…” Angel drifted off, failing to meet his gaze. Solon looked at her steadily. If she had something to say, she had to do it herself. He had no intention of helping her. “I’m sorry.” 

Her voice was barely a whisper. Solon would have asked her to repeat it if she didn’t look like she was about to cry. He offered her his handkerchief. “Don’t cry, you’ll ruin your makeup.” 

She took the cloth, dabbing the corners of her eyes nervously. She wore heavy eye makeup that matched her lips and nails. “I… I really didn’t think Sapphire would do… what she did.” 

“Leave us in prison, in a city under attack by a Demon General. Well, to be fair, I didn’t think she would do that either.” Solon had meant to calm her down with a joke. It seemed to have the opposite effect, making her start crying in earnest. Black streaks rolled down her cheeks. 

“I’m sorry. It all happened so fast, and I got so scared, and I thought I was protecting you, but then—”

Solon raised a hand. “I forgive you.” 

“Really?” Angel looked at him, her eyes wet with tears. She sniffed. “After what happened, you really forgive me?” 

“I don’t blame you for Shinsui’s death. I seriously doubt you could’ve done anything in a fight like that.” Angel sniffed, rubbing some of the black streaks off her cheeks. The makeup smeared, leaving a big black splodge on her face. “Honestly, considering the situation, it might be for the best that you left. It meant that you didn’t get caught up in a fight that was above your pay grade.”

“I… thank you.” Angel kept crying for a little while longer. Slowly she got control of herself again, wiping away the tears. “Does that mean… Can we be a team again?” 

Her eyes were full of hope and excitement. Solon could tell this meant a lot to her. “No.” Seeing her expression crumble was almost enough for Solon to give in. He hated making anyone feel that way, but the reality of the situation hadn’t changed. He was telling the truth when he said that he didn’t blame her for Shinsui’s death, but that wasn’t what mattered. 

“Why?” 

“I don’t trust you,” Solon said honestly. They had worked together for so long that he felt it right to be honest with her. “And I don’t think that’s going to change. Whether or not it was your intention, you did betray me. Something like that doesn’t go away.” 

“I-I…” Angel lowered her head weakly. 

Solon leaned forward, stroking her cheek. “I don’t hate you. We’re still friends… but we’re not teammates, or anything else.” 

“Maybe—”

“No.” Solon pulled his hand back. He didn’t want to give her false hope. “I’m sorry, Angel. This isn’t a rash decision. I’ve thought about what happened for a long time, and how I felt. I really think this is the best way forward for us.” Solon stood up, looking in the direction of the music. Angel was still crying, but she wasn’t talking anymore. 

There was nothing left to say. 

Solon took a step toward the party. “Wait. Your hanky.” 

She held it out to him. It was covered in her tears and makeup. “Keep it.” Angel lowered her hand, pulling it towards her chest possessively. Solon couldn't remember ever seeing her look so fragile before. “Goodbye, Angel.” 

“Goodbye, Solon.” 


Chapter 43: Family History 

Felimie was surprised when she saw Sofia at the banquet. She was even more surprised when Sofia asked to speak with her in private. They went into the castle gardens, resting in front of an ostentatious fountain, with water coming out of the mouths of representations of the goddesses. They were surrounded by tall hedges, giving them some semblance of privacy. 

“I have a gift for you.” Sofia ruffled through her side bag, which was filled with documents. Felimie was impressed; she even brought research to a party. “Ta-da!”

Sofia presented her with a chart. Felimie looked at it, seeing her own name. Tracing it back, she saw her mother’s and father's names, then above them her grandparents' names. It went back several more generations, although several branches were dead ends. “You made me a family tree?” 

“Before, you were saying that you don’t believe that you're descended from demons. So, I did some research and…” Sofia pointed to a name at the top of the chart. Genesith. The first demon. The winged terror that destroyed nations. “... I proved it.” 

“This… must be a mistake…”

Genesith was second only to Lilith. A true monster that destroyed everything in its path. Even when Lilith was defeated, Genesith never truly was. He fled, but he was never captured. He hadn’t been seen for over a century, leading to rumours that he had lacked the immortality of his brethren. Whether or not this was true, it changed nothing. He was pure evil. 

“I can prove it.” Sofia pulled out more documents. “Actual census data is pretty bad until the last 200 years, but once I noticed that your great-great-grandfather was the Demonblood warrior himself, Olwen, it was easy. Olwen’s bloodline is recorded in his diaries, including that his grandad was Genesith.” 

Felimie leafed through the documents, hoping desperately she would be disproven. She had heard of Olwen, but she never thought she was related to him. But the documents didn’t lie. Even worse, the diary entries clearly confirmed what Sofia was saying. “I’m…”

“Isn’t this awesome? You thought you were just like everyone else. But your bloodline’s so much cooler than that.” Felimie looked at Sofia in shock. How was that her takeaway? 

“I’m related to one of the worst monsters in history?” Felimie’s hands were shaking. She wanted to tear the parchment to shreds. To burn it. To destroy any evidence that connected her to Genesith. She knew there was no point. It wouldn’t change the truth. 

“Genesith is in the top 5 at most. Everyone always focuses on Lilith because she was local. But it’s not like there’s never been any other evil mages who nearly destroyed the world.” Sofia rolled her eyes. “But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that Olwen had special abilities.” 

“Huh?” Felimie’s mind was still whirling, trying to process being conclusively proven wrong. 

“Olwen was one of the few people to ever successfully use a Black Grimoire.” Felimie turned to Sofia robotically. 

“... What?” 

“You haven’t heard about that? Well, back when he was a mage, he somehow got his hands on a Black Grimoire. He used it to do some pretty gnarly stuff.” Sofia was beaming as she spoke. “In the end it got destroyed when Queen Nihil, that’s Queen Saoirse’s great-great-grandmother, killed him for treason.” 

Felimie knew the story. After the Demon Wars, Queen Nihil firmly decided that all use of Lilithian magic was illegal. When Olwen refused to relinquish the Black Grimoire, they declared it treason. In the end, he fled the country. They weren’t satisfied to let him escape, however, tracking him into the orcish lands that were now Twilsis and bringing him back kicking and screaming. Literally. According to legend, he cursed Queen Nihil with his dying breath. Shortly after she died and Queen Fiona I was crowned.

“Is it possible that others could use a Black Grimoire?” Felimie asked. 

“It’s hard to say. Some claim it’s a skill issue, and that Olwen was just a highly skilled mage. Others say that his unique bloodline gave him abilities that normal humans couldn’t hope to achieve.” Sofia sighed dreamily. “If I could find a Black Grimoire, I’d be able to learn so much. Unfortunately, Queen Fiona had Olwen’s burned. It’s horrible to think about something that possessed such incredible knowledge being destroyed, isn’t it?” 

“I don’t know about that.” Felimie felt awkward. She didn’t like lying, but she knew she had to. If people found out she was studying a Black Grimoire, she could get into a lot of trouble. Finding out about her heritage only made that worse. “I need to go.” 

Felimie stood up, but she was stopped when Sofia caught her arm. “I didn’t upset you, did I?” 

“Um, no,” Felimie lied. Sofia released her.

“You know this doesn’t matter, right? Most people agree that Olwen was a hero. He might have used the Black Grimoire, but he used it to fight monsters, including Lilith’s demons.” Sofia smiled reassuringly. “You should be proud of your heritage.”

“I…” Felimie ran away. She couldn’t talk about this anymore. She needed to be alone. She heard Sofia shouting something but didn’t listen. She wasn’t even looking where she was going. She ran into something, falling onto her back. “... Ow.” 

“Are you okay?” a familiar voice asked. It was Raven. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay. I’m not hurt,” Raven said. She stood up, offering Felimie a hand. “What are you doing out here?” Felimie felt tears streaming down her cheeks. “What’s wrong?” 

Felimie told her everything. She only meant to give a quick answer, but once she began, she found she couldn’t stop. She told her how she had spent years trying to prove she wasn’t a demon’s descendant, only to be shown undeniable proof of her lineage from someone she respected. “All this time I thought it was all lies, but it turns out I was wrong. Everything they said about me was true. I really am a Demonkin.” 

Raven had got her to sit on a bench while she talked to her. “I don’t see the problem,” Raven said at last. 

“I’m a demon.” 

“No, you're the descendant of a demon,” Raven said factually. “That’s not the same thing.” 

“But…” Raven put a finger over her lips. 

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Raven said firmly. 

Felimie knew that Raven was speaking from experience in a way. She had been born and raised a druid, but she chose to leave them. Nowadays, aside from her magic, there was nothing druidic about her. She had changed her life completely and was living on her own terms. “But what about the Black Grimoire?” 

“What about it?” 

“Doesn’t that prove—”

“No.” Raven’s tone was gentle, but she left no room for argument. “It doesn’t prove anything. You aren’t your magic, or your family, or anything else. You decide who you are; no one else can.”

Felimie looked at her red hands. So many times, she had thought that her being born a Manaborn was a curse. That it, more than anything else, determined who she was. She could tell Raven didn’t agree, nor did Solon or Mina. It was strange, having lived ashamed of herself for so long and suddenly being told she didn’t need to be. 

The Black Grimoire was a part of that. She loved studying its magic, but she had always been afraid of what it meant. She felt like using Lilith’s magic would prove all the people who judged her right. Like she had to live a pure and virtuous life to show everyone that Manaborn really were good people. 

Felimie knew that Solon didn’t want to study the Black Grimoire anymore. She understood his reasons. There were risks. Felimie knew it could go wrong, and she could be arrested and branded a demonkin. But she still wanted to do it. Lilith’s magic had the potential to change the world; in a way, it already had, causing misery on a scale few others had managed to create. If she studied it further, it was possible that this time it could do good on a similar scale. If being Genesith’s descendant was the reason that she was able to use the Black Grimoire, then there was a real possibility she was one of only a handful of people in the world who could even attempt to unravel its secrets. Perhaps that would prove to be a curse, but Felimie was starting to see how it could be a blessing as well. 

“Raven…” The ex-druid looked at her calmly. Felimie had no idea what she was thinking, but it didn’t matter. She was glad she had found Raven. She had been incredibly blunt, but she had also told Felimie exactly what she needed to hear. “... thank you.”


Chapter 44: Gemini 

Natsu had never been to such a lush banquet before. The closest he had come was Ancestors Day, and even that he tended to miss most years as he was working. Members of the Deji with relationships usually wanted to embrace the revelry, and Natsu wasn’t a natural partier. In the past, he would’ve used the event as a chance to try to convert people to the light of Soleil, but after the incident with Felimie, he had decided to stop doing that. If an atheist were willing to risk their life to save people, then they clearly didn’t need a goddess to tell them what to do. That being said, if someone seemed tempted to convert, he certainly wouldn’t turn them away.

Natsu still felt it sad that Felimie wasn’t experiencing the joy of worshipping a loving goddess; he couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t want to, but ultimately, it didn’t matter. He was okay with not understanding. In a weird way, that revelation made him feel freer than ever before; but that didn’t change the fact that he no longer knew what to do. He found himself talking to a woman named Vala, who was apparently a knight in service to King John. 

“People think being a knight means you're constantly fighting. But since I got promoted, I’m fighting less than ever. I never even have time to train anymore,” Vala complained. She flexed her bicep. “I’m worried I’ll lose my muscles at this rate.” 

“You look muscly to me,” Natsu said. Vala grinned, posing like a bodybuilder. “I get what you mean, though, now that I’m a Deji lord, I never seem to actually protect anyone.” 

“That’s the nature of power. It’s not about ki and magic, it’s all about deals and plans,” Vala said. 

“Soleil says we should pursue truth and justice,” Natsu said. 

“Sometimes, you need to scheme to do the right thing. If good people never seek power, then the world will fall to evil.” Natsu didn’t like the sound of that. 

“I didn’t really seek power; it just sorta happened.” 

“You didn’t reject it either,” Vala pointed out correctly. It seemed she knew a lot about Natsu, despite having never met him before. “Although I suppose you don’t have much power. It’s not like you can go against Lady Cyra.” 

“That’s…” It was an innocuous comment. Natsu doubted she gave it any real thought as she took a drink from a passing waiter. How could she know he had been debating exactly that until recently? “... It’s complicated.” So many things were complicated that weren’t before. Natsu so wished he could go back to the way things used to be, when everything was so simple and straightforward. But the cat was out of the bag. Knowing what he knew now, he couldn’t bury his head in the sand, no matter how much he wanted to. “My first duty is to the people of Labity. I swore to protect them, both when I became a Deji and when I became a lord.”

“How very idealistic,” Vala said. She brushed her arm against his. “I feel the same way. What matters most is protecting those we serve. In my case, that’s King John. Well, technically you serve him too.” 

“Um… I guess?” After Natsu became lord, he’d sworn his service in the name of the king of Nexus. Lady Cyra had also made a fresh oath to the king of Nexus, overwriting her previous one to the monarch of Labity, as Imra was not allowed to have any military under her. Technically, they were at his command, although in practice they were closer to a city guard than an army. “It’s not like he sends us orders or anything. We’re still independent… ish.” 

“It’s a shame.” 

“What do you mean?” Vala waved her hand dismissively. 

“It’s nothing. I’m just thinking aloud.” 

Natsu couldn’t stand not knowing something. “Tell me.” 

“Well, I was just thinking how the Deji are so isolated now. I mean, sure, you can send a messenger, but that could take days, literally.” That was true. They used homing pigeons for rapid messages to Flamburg, but even that was unpredictable. Pigeons often got lost. “It must be scary to think you can’t receive reinforcements in case of an emergency.” 

Natsu remembered the chaos Gorgath had caused, and how helpless he and the other Deji had been against it. If Solon and the others hadn’t intervened, they would have never killed it. “It is.” 

Vala’s face lit up in realisation. “Have you ever considered asking for a Homing Diary? If you had one of those, you could send messages directly to the capital.” 

***

“How did it go?” Graham asked as soon as Vala approached him. He was standing with his back to the wall, surveying the crowd dispassionately. “Was he amenable?” 

“He practically bit my hand off. I really don’t think we had to be so duplicitous; he’s a good man. If we had offered him one and explained our reasons, he would have accepted without the need for all this,” Vala said. 

Graham’s smile didn’t falter for a second. Unlike Natsu, he managed to make it look natural. “You may be right. But this way he thinks it’s his idea, which makes things much simpler for us moving forward. You’ve done well, Vala.” 

Vala shifted awkwardly. “He’ll probably tell Cyra about this.” 

“I’d be surprised if he didn’t. But asking someone like him to keep a secret will only alienate him; it’s best to pretend we’re being upfront with him. It’ll make him much easier to control.”


Chapter 45: Coin

Corina slid into a seat across from Morshel. Morshel didn’t bother hiding the distaste on her face, taking a swig of her drink before slamming it down on the table. Plop rushed to refill it. Morshel had to admit, he was growing on her. He didn’t waste time with stupid questions like, “Would you like more?” He knew what she wanted. 

“What do you want?” 

“Is that any way to speak to an old friend?” Corina asked. Her thin, wrinkled lips spread into what, on a normal woman, Morshel would call a grin. Corina didn’t smile, though, not out of joy. She was a viper baring her fangs. 

“I don’t have time for your games, woman. Be direct.” Corina rolled her eyes with a click of her tongue. 

“If you recall, it was at my behest that King Richard came to your aid all those years ago.” Morshel scowled. King Richard had saved her during the war with the Helkiti. Her troops had been routed twice and were pushed to the limit. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say one more defeat would have broken them. The loss of men had been severe both times. But worse was the loss of resources. The Helkiti had destroyed their grain silos and ravaged the lands so there were no animals or monsters to hunt. Morshel needed assistance desperately. King Richard had ridden in like a holy spirit, bringing the food they needed and the reinforcements to push the Helkiti out of Twilsis once and for all. 

“I haven’t forgotten our alliance. I’m here, aren’t I?”

“That you are.” Corina leaned over the table, steepling her fingers. “And I’m sure you're as concerned as we are about what the Helkiti are up to. After all, we’re only at war with them because we stood by you all those years ago.” 

“The Helkiti are the enemy of life.” Morshel drained her tankard in a single gulp. Plop gasped, then refilled it. His jug was empty. Watching him sprint to refill it was a true pleasure. 

“So true. But you know the pact. Whoever is attacked by the Helkiti, the other must come to their aid.” 

“I wish I could. I really do.” Morshel looked at King John. He wasn’t half the man King Richard had been. She wished he were still alive; things would be different if he were. “But certain realities make that impossible.” 

“And what realities would those be?” Corina asked, her voice far too innocent for one as conniving as her. 

“We had a poor harvest. We need to focus on solving our domestic crises.” Corina bared her teeth. Morshel knew she had made a mistake. Corina waved over another woman. She was a beautiful dark elf wearing a seductive gothic outfit. Morshel checked her out without thinking about it.

“Sapphire Shining, at your service,” the seductress introduced herself. She offered a hand that Morshel took, feeling her smooth skin beneath fishnet gloves.

“Warlady Morshel.” Morshel swallowed. She was letting herself be led astray. Taking another drink, she regained her bearings. “What do you have to do with this?” 

Sapphire took a seat next to Morshel, facing her. She let her knee brush against Morshel’s. “I am but a humble servant, here to serve you.” 

Morshel looked at Corina. This was a trap. “How?” 

“You have a food crisis. As it happens, Lord Flam currently has something of a surplus. We could divert some of the food to you.” 

Morshel chewed her lip. It was a tempting offer. Too tempting. “What’s in it for you?” 

“Facilitating this deal will earn me a sufficient reward; of that I can assure you,” Sapphire drawled. 

“I was talking to Corina.” Morshel narrowed her eyes at the older woman. 

“Nothing. I heard you had a problem, so I arranged to solve it.” Corina’s lips peeled back. “Although I’d imagine such a large shipment of grain wouldn’t come cheap. As the Minister of Coin, I can offer a loan to you… provided you are our ally.” 

“So, I give you my armies and in exchange you let me go into debt. Is that it?” 

“That’s about the size of it, yes,” Corina said. She turned her nose up at Morshel brazenly. 

“If you were in my court, I’d swing at you.” 

Corina didn’t flinch. “Is that a threat, or an invitation to the bedroom?” 

“Why can’t it be both?” Morshel barked with laughter, slamming back another drink. She threw her cup away, absentmindedly noticing that Plop had gone running after it. “Draw up the contracts. But remember this: if I can’t afford the loan, then I can’t send my armies to help you.”

“Negotiations can take place another time. We’re at a banquet, let’s have fun,” Sapphire purred. She rested a hand on Morshel’s chest. “You enjoy fun, don’t you?” 

Morshel knew it was a bad idea. Sapphire was as manipulative as Corina. Plop returned with her drink; she took it, draining it without ever breaking eye contact with Sapphire. “Plop, fill this up and get me another. It seems Sapphire is going to be joining me for the night.” 

“Something from Necrum, dear,” Sapphire said, stopping Plop with a hand on his chest as he filled Morshel’s drink. The cup overflowed as he stared at her. 

“Oi!” Plop jumped out of his skin.  

“Ah, my apologies, ma’am.” Plop ran off. 

“Don’t break my cupbearer,” Morshel groused. Sapphire tittered lightly. 

“My apologies. I’ll focus all my attention on you for the rest of the night, warlady.” 

This is a mistake. Morshel licked her lips. Life’s no fun without a few mistakes.


Chapter 46: Thane Suji’s Request 

“It’s finally over.” Solon collapsed into his chair, groaning. Mina rolled her eyes at his exaggerated reaction. 

He is right, though. That was boring, Mina thought. The banquet had been fun at first, but like all such meetings, it rapidly devolved into a bunch of nobles politicking. It was almost nostalgic. But that didn’t make it any more interesting. 

It was also irritatingly complicated. Thane Suji was in attendance, so Mina had to pretend to be the team leader. One thing she hadn’t considered was that many nobles would want to discuss potential jobs with her. Mina had spent the night demurring and trying to avoid committing to anything. Most of the jobs sounded terrible, but a few had potential. She’d discuss the details with Solon and Raven later. 

“It wasn’t that bad. I’ve certainly been to worse banquets,” Mina said. She took a seat alongside him, Raven and Felimie following her lead. They were in a small seating area around a fire in Solon’s room at the inn. 

“I had fun,” Raven said. “The food was awesome.” 

“At least someone did.” Solon put a hand over his face. “What about you, Felimie? I lost track of you for a bit there. Where did you go?” 

“I… ran into Sofia…”

“That’s nice. Glad you saw a friend.” Solon rubbed his eyes. “So, I’m thinking we hang out here for a few days, then head back to Flamburg.” 

“That is acceptable,” Mina said. Raven and Felimie echoed her. 

A knock on the door got their attention. “I’ll get it, Master.” Raven jumped up. She was impressively energetic. She returned with Thane Suji in her wake. “Your grandmother’s here.” 

Thane Suji’s eyes twitched at the introduction. Mina was impressed that she let it slide. “Mina. You performed well at the banquet.” 

Mina stood and bowed. “I work to benefit my family, as a good daughter should.” 

“Indeed.” Thane Suji’s eyes drifted to Solon. He had sat up but didn’t stand, forgetting the etiquette. Or maybe he just didn’t care. Mina wasn’t going to scold him; he’d been tolerating it all night. “You looked very dainty in your kilt, Solon.”

Solon looked at Mina with his eyes. “Thank… you?” Mina nodded her confirmation. That had been a compliment. She could understand his confusion. In Nexus, that would’ve been an insult. 

“Would you like a cup of tea?” Mina asked. “We only have Nexus-style, I’m afraid, but it’s not bad once you get used to it.” 

“Oh, let Solon rest, he looks positively exhausted.” Mina had been about to make the tea herself. She forgot that Thane Suji would expect Solon to do it. “I’m here to discuss a job opportunity with you. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

“Here’s fine,” Mina said. She knew Solon would want to be included. 

“Very well. Solon, you may leave.” Thane Suji moved towards his seat, offering him a hand. He took it, getting out of his seat with a confused look. 

“Um…”

“We won’t bore you with business talk. Go take a walk or lie down.” Thane Suji’s ability to patronise was second to none. Solon bit his lip. With an inclination of his head, he left the room. 

“Um, I’ll join him,” Felimie said. 

“Same.” 

Raven and Felimie left as well. Thane Suji wasn’t very popular. If it bothered her, she didn’t show it. She moved her seat to face Mina. Mina said, “What’s the business opportunity then? I was hoping to get to bed soon.” 

“This is worth staying up for. As I’m sure you’ve heard, Aurora will be leading the Nekomi army in the battle against the Helkiti. You will be joining her, acting as her second-in-command.” 

“I appreciate the offer—”

“The pay is naturally very high. I believe that it’d be considered an ‘S-Class’ pay in your guild.” Mina knew that would excite Solon. She never cared about money, however. And she doubted it would be enough to make him want to spend even longer with Thane Suji. He had already tolerated her for an impressively long time. Even Nekomi men found her attitude frustrating. 

“That’s very generous. But I’m afraid I must turn down your offer.” Mina lowered her head. “We’ve not been home in quite some time. I’m sure you understand.” 

“Casithe is your home,” Thane Suji said, her voice sharp. She quickly smiled, putting her hands together on her lap. “And this is your opportunity to protect it.” 

“Still, I’m not sure I can expect my team to join me in a literal war.” 

“That’s fine.” 


“Good, because—” 


“We don’t need your team.” Thane Suji reclined in her seat. “This is a family matter. It’s best not to involve outside parties.”  

“I really shouldn’t.” 

“Mina.” Thane Suji leaned forward. “This isn’t a request. As head of the family, I’m ordering you to do this. Your cousin needs your help, and you will provide it.” 

“Why do you even want me?” Mina asked. She knew Thane Suji didn’t think much of her; she never hid her lack of respect for her abilities. “Surely there’s someone else better suited to the role.” 

“Because you’re family. When we win this war, we need it to be a complete victory for the Suji family, so we get all the credit.” Thane Suji stood up again, straightening out her dress with finality. “Have Solon pack your bags and meet me at my hotel. We will be departing tomorrow at first light.”


Chapter 47: A Good Princess

Nihil stormed into her mother’s quarters. She found the old woman reading a book with a placid expression. She had retired from the banquet early, forcing Nihil to stay late to avoid appearing rude. 

“I cannot marry that man,” she said. Saoirse turned to her, putting her book down with a bored sigh. 

“Take your medicine, darling,” Saoirse said, ignoring her statement. 

“This is important. We need to talk.” 


“After your medicine.” She held out a small pot filled with the nauseous liquid. Nihil had been taking it daily for as long as she could remember to strengthen her ki. It was because of this concoction that she was one of the strongest women in Nekomi, and by extension, the world. Nihil took it, quickly downing it. It was as disgusting as ever. She felt a flush of power filling her, alongside the bout of brain fog that always accompanied it. 

“There. I drank it. Can we talk about this ridiculous marriage proposal now?” 

“The decision has been made. If you wished to raise an objection, you should have done it sooner.” Nihil had. Repeatedly. Saoirse had a unique ability to forget anything someone said she didn’t like, unless she needed it to win a later argument. Then she could remember events that took place decades ago with crystal clarity. 

“You didn’t tell me he was Ungifted.” Nihil’s nose scrunched up in disgust. 

“It’s irrelevant. He’s a king; no one expects him to fight personally.”

“It’ll weaken our bloodline.” Every member of the Nekomi royal family had been a powerful ki user for generations. It was a vital part of their culture. “Nekomi blood is superior; we can’t water it down.”

Saoirse stared at her dryly. “You really believe that propaganda. How disappointing. I thought you were more intelligent than that.” 

Nihil growled, feeling shame burn in her chest. “It’s not propaganda. It’s fact.” 

“It’s propaganda. I—My mother invented the lie that we’re superior as an excuse to civilise the east. It was a useful lie at the time. It motivated our forces to fight, but it was short-sighted.” Saoirse put her book down. “It is our destiny to rule this continent, perhaps even the world someday. But you cannot rule a world that is at war with itself. There are no bad races, nor good ones for that matter. Everyone has their own strengths and weaknesses.” 

Nihil felt her breathing getting unsteady. “I agree that we should expand our influence. But the way we’re doing it is the problem. Nexus is teeming with internal issues. Druid attacks, a demon nearly destroying Labity, in-fighting between nobles. They’re weak. If we want this land, we should take it the Nekomi way: by force.” 

“I felt the same way once.” Nihil rolled her eyes at that. Queen Saoirse had never once gone to war. She married a king to absorb his lands. That was the one and only thing she had done to grow the Nekomi empire. “But ultimately, I saw the wisdom of age.”

“Age isn’t always a virtue. It makes you weak.” Saoirse narrowed her eyes at Nihil. Nihil knew she was getting into dangerous territory, but she wasn’t willing to stop. 

“The body grows frail, yes.” Saoirse looked at her hand, a strange look in her eyes. “But the mind stays sharp if you know how to care for it.”

“What are you saying?” 

“Constant fighting will only exhaust us. Even if we could defeat Nexus—”

“We could easily conquer Nexus.” 

Saoirse glared at her. “Do not interrupt me when I’m teaching you. As I was saying, even if — and it is an if — we could defeat Nexus, our armies would be exhausted by doing so. We’d be forced to spend decades recuperating, during which time Necrum, Twilsis or some other country would invade and take everything we claimed.” 

“So, then we need to be stronger. We create a military that’s so powerful no one else can ever hope to face us, then we’ll be safe.” Saoirse's expression was one of naked disappointment. 

“Maintaining a large, permanent military is incredibly expensive,” she said. “That’s why we need to rely on the Thanes to raise armies for us on an as-needed basis. It spreads out the cost. It’s not a perfect system, as it also spreads out our power. The more thanes we have, the harder it is to manage them all, but if we let any one grow too powerful, we risk creating a rival. But I digress; my point is that attempting to conquer the continent by military might is a fool's errand.” 

“You would call me a fool?” 

“If you believe foolish things, yes,” Saoirse said without missing a beat. 

“So what? I’m supposed to be married off to the first man to look my way who has a little land?” Nihil huffed. “If you're so determined to form alliances, couldn’t we just do it the normal way with contracts and—”

“Marriage is the only alliance that really means anything,” Saoirse said, talking over her once again. “The point is for you to give birth to an heir who has the right to rule both Nexus and Nekomi; when that happens, the 2 countries will merge without a single drop of blood being spilt.” 

“And I will be known as nothing more than a broodmare for the next ruler?” 

“That’s all every queen is,” Saoirse said, rolling her eyes. “The royal family's power relies on stability. That means having a child so that when you die, the line can continue. The individual queen doesn’t matter. What matters is the family line.” 

Nihil couldn’t believe what she was hearing. All her life, she had been raised on stories of great queens who had expanded the power and prestige of Nekomi. She had thought her mother intended for her to be one of them, to be ambitious and strong. To matter. But it turned out that was wrong. Her mother didn’t think she was relevant at all. “You’re wrong, Mother. I will be a great queen. People will remember the name Nihil.” 

Saoirse waved her hand. “You are dismissed.” 

Just like that, the conversation was over. Her mother didn’t want to talk to her anymore, so she sent her away. She thought that meant Nihil would meekly obey her, that she would have no choice, just like when she was a child. But she wasn’t a child anymore. She had ambitions and the means to make them come true.


Chapter 48: Splitting the Party

“I don’t like this.” Solon had wanted to get some well-earned sleep after a long night of socialising with people he didn’t like, while wearing uncomfortable clothes. Instead, once she left, Solon found out Thane Suji had ordered his girlfriend and teammate to take part in a war. 

“I’m afraid I can’t say no. Thane Suji is my lord and grandmother; if she says I’m going to war, I have no choice.” Talking to Mina, Solon was glad he was an orphan. Families were nothing but trouble. 

“We should all go,” Raven said. 

“That’s not an option,” Solon said, already knowing what Mina would say. “Nekomi doesn’t let guild members take part in wars. They made an exception for Mina, but only because she’s related to the Thane.” 

“He’s right,” Mina said miserably. “I have to go alone.” 

“I knew she’d try something,” Solon said. “There’s no way a woman as spiteful as her would just accept that we’re together.” 

“Solon, she doesn’t even know about the kink stuff, or about Raven. Why would she have an issue with our relationship?” Mina asked. 

“She’s racist,” Raven said. Mina didn’t respond, conceding the point. Piyana had made no effort to be subtle about her beliefs. 

“Even if that is what she’s planning, it won’t work. The Helkiti are pitifully outnumbered; this won’t be a protracted battle; it’ll be a slaughter. Then, when it’s over, she’ll have no reason to keep me from returning,” Mina said logically. “She can call me home for a war, but she can’t order me to stay once the enemy has been vanquished.” 

Solon and Raven shared a look. He knew what Mina said made sense, but he couldn’t help the feeling that he was missing something. Maybe he was being hypersensitive because he had just left a banquet where everyone was manipulating everyone else, but he still found himself thinking that there must be more to Piyana’s plan. Would she really be content to separate them for a few weeks? He supposed she could think that Mina would lose interest in them, or meet someone else, but that seemed too pedestrian a plan for someone like her. 

“So, there’s really no way around this?” Solon asked, defeated. 

“I’m afraid so.” Mina pursed her lips unhappily. Silence hung in the air as everyone thought about what the changes would bring. “What will you do while I am away? Will you return to Flamburg?” 

“I’m not sure if that would be wise with a war going on.” They ran into the Helkiti once already. While they could try to avoid them, there was no way of knowing where they would be at any given time. If they got unlucky and came across a stronger force, they could be the ones getting overwhelmed. “We could stay here for a while, at least until things die down a little.” 

“I would like to see Sofia again,” Felimie chimed in. 

“At least one of us will be having fun,” Solon said, pleased Felimie seemed to be so popular at the university. Felimie’s expression was complex. Did something happen between those 2?

They talked a little more about the logistics of splitting the group and how their party would reform once Mina was able to leave the army. They all helped Mina pack while they talked to save time. Once they were done, Raven and Felimie agreed to let Mina share Solon’s bed. It would be the last time they saw each other for a while.


Chapter 49: Mina’s Last Night

Solon collapsed onto the bed, exhausted. He hated packing. He spent so much of his life travelling and camping, but he never got any better at it. After helping Mina pack everything with no notice, all he wanted to do was go to sleep. 

Mina stood at the end of his bed, her hands on her hips. “Will you please dominate this slut, Master?” 

Solon sat up, filled with vigour. “Yes.” 

“This is going to be our last chance for a while, so please, give it to me hard, Master.” Mina shifted the straps of her dress; it fell to the ground around her ankles, leaving her in nothing but a white thong. Already, it was starting to turn transparent. Mina sank to the ground, lowering her gaze submissively. “I’ve been bad, Master.” 

“You have,” Solon said. “You need to be punished. Harshly.” Mina bit her lip, trying to appear guilty despite her arousal. “Go get my whip.” 

She slipped, letting her excitement show. She crawled toward the drawer. Opening it, she took the cat-o'-nine-tails out with her mouth. She placed it in Solon’s hand, earning a head pat. 

“Ready to be bound,” Solon ordered. Mina put her legs together and leaned back with her wrists together and hands flat on the floor. She looked up at him, her lips slightly parted. “Good slut. You're learning your poses well.”

“This slave exists only to please.” Solon had started teaching Mina slave poses, a task she took to well. He held his hand over her head, letting his chains slither down her body, curving around her as they went. He formed a collar first; Mina had been very upset to be without a collar for so long. Next, he formed a series of bindings around her arms, keeping them firmly in a locked position, her hands held together with her fingers entwined. Finally, he repeated this with her legs, so that her thighs, knees, calves, and ankles were all bound together. 

“Begging pose.” Mina lowered her head with some trouble, getting into a pose with her head touching the floor. Her hands were still bound, so she couldn’t move them or her legs, but her ass was pointed up. Solon connected a chain to her arm and leg bindings as well as her waist, looping them over an exposed beam to lift her up into the air. Standing up, he took a position behind her, rubbing her wet thong. Her juices clung to his fingers. “You're excited.” 

“I’m always excited to obey you, Master.” 

“Magnificent.” Solon offered her his fingers, which she sucked without being ordered to. She closed her eyes, letting out a long moan. “You're getting 25 lashes. I want you to count them, thanking me for each strike.” 

“It’s an honour, Master,” Mina said. Smack. He struck her, leaving a red handprint across her rear that rapidly started to fade. “One. Thank you, Master.”

Mina was an amazing submissive. He could hear her genuine gratitude with each strike. He could also see the evidence of her excitement. Each time he hit her, her thong got wetter until it couldn’t take it anymore, her juices running down her legs. He sped up as he went, giving her less time to recover. 

Smack. Smack. Smack. “Ha, 12 thank you, Master. 13 thank you, Master. 14 thank you, Master.” Her voice was so small and sweet. It was adorable. 

“Louder.” Smack.

“15, THANK YOU, MASTER,” Mina screamed, sounding near deranged. Anyone who listened would’ve thought she was orgasming from her voice. 

Maybe. Solon groped her through her thong, the sound of her gasping music to his ears. 

Smack. Smack. Smack. He fingered her through the cloth as he kept whipping her, her thanks getting progressively more lascivious and pleasured as she got lost in the sensation. 

“23, thank you for whipping this stupid cunt, Master.” The pleasure was taking over. She was shaking her ass brazenly, desperate for more pain and pleasure. Solon was happy to comply. Smack. “24, thank you for giving me the whipping I deserve, Master. I’m so hopelessly horny and dumb, all I ever think about is servicing your cock with my slutty, slutty holes.” 

Solon moved extra fast, giving her the hardest strike yet. Smack. “Cum for me, slave.”

“Yes! Thank you for allowing this worthless bitch to cum. Fuck, I feel so good!” Mina squirted into her thong, her juices dripping out between her legs. Solon kept pushing her, extending the orgasm for as long as he was able. When she was done, she slumped in the chains, a cum dumb grin on her face. “Hehe.” 

“You didn’t count the last strike.” Solon smirked at her. 

“Hey, that’s your fault for making me cum.” Solon frowned at her, grabbing her ass. “Ha, I mean, I’m sorry. I got so carried away I forgot that obeying you is all that matters.” Solon kneaded her ass, feeling her firm muscles as he pretended to think. “25, thank you, Master. See, I said it; it’s just a little late. I’m still a good slave.” 

Solon swatted her ass playfully. “That’s my decision, not yours.” 

“You're right. You're always right, Master.” Mina giggled dumbly. “You should whip me more for being a worthless slut who can’t even follow simple orders.” 

“Hmm.” Solon was tempted to, but he got the feeling that would be a never-ending cycle. Mina was an ideal masochist; she loved pain to a fault. Solon did want to punish her, but not in such a repetitive way, and there was something Mina had been asking for that he was perfectly positioned to do. 

He grabbed the straps of her thong, tugging it up harshly. Mina yelped in shock as it dug into her cunt. “Oh, fuck yes. Harder!” 

She was forgetting her role again, but Solon decided to humour her. He pulled so hard that the fabric tore apart. Mina panted as he discarded the ruined garment. Solon smirked at the aroused look on her face. “Enjoy that?” 

“So much! Fuck, we’ve got to do that again, like, a lot!” Mina wiggled her ass, drawing Solon’s gaze to her wet slit. “Or maybe Master wants to use his holes first.” 

Solon raised her higher, so that her pussy was in line with her face. “I will,” he said. “But we’re not going to see each other for a while. Tonight, I want you to have all the orgasms you're going to miss while you're away." 

Solon buried his face between her cheeks, licking her out. Mina was soaked, her juices dripping down Solon’s chin as he went to town on her. He squeezed her cheeks as he licked away, knowing the little thrill of pain would add to the sensation for Mina. Then he started fingering her insides while his tongue worked her clit; the dual sensations driving her wild. “Ha, yes, so good. Right there, don’t stop!” 

He had a lot of practice making her feel good this way, having done it hundreds of times. Even so, he still loved the taste and the sounds she made. He loved the way she squirmed and twitched as he ate her out. He loved everything about it. I love h—

“Yes! Master, please may this slut cum. I’ve been so obedient and worked so hard to serve you, so please let me cum. I’ll do anything you want!” 

“Do it, cum for me, slut.” As soon as she had permission, Mina went over the edge, squirting into Solon’s face. Her moans were unrestrained; impossible to misinterpret. She was having the time of her life, and she didn’t care who heard. 

“Ha, thank you again, Master. How am I going to cum next?” 

Solon spanked her pussy. “A good slave shouldn’t focus so much on her own pleasure.” 

“Yes, Master. You're right as always.” Mina licked her lips. “May I please suck your cock?”

Solon rotated his chains, turning her to face him. “Good manners. But is that enough? I have lots of sluts who’ll suck my cock at a moment's notice, why should I let you?” 

“I’ve practiced so much. You can be as rough as you like.” 

Solon grabbed her by the hair, pulling her head back. “I’m already rough with Raven, and she handles it like a pro.” Mina loved being compared to other women. Her expression morphed into one of pure arousal, biting her lip to hold back a moan.

“I didn’t mean my throat.” Mina shook her chest, her springy tits swaying side to side. “I know Felimie has bigger, sexier tits. Mine are so small and pathetic, it’s only right that you punish them while you use my mouth to get off.” 

Her boobs were far from small and pathetic. But Solon wasn’t going to ruin it for her. He rotated her onto her back, still hanging in the air, exposing her mounds to his hungry eyes. “I’m going to punish your tits.” He reached over, teasing her clit with one hand. “But first, I want to hear you beg for it.”

“Please, Master, punish my pathetic tits. I deserve it because I spend all day sitting around thinking about sucking your cock. I’m so horny and stupid, and the only way I’ll get better is if you discipline me.” She begged immediately and shamelessly. Her training was showing; she almost looked proud to insult herself. Solon’s cock was at full mast; he had delayed long enough. He pulled his member out, slapping her cheek with it. Mina giggled, moving to suck it.

Solon dick slapped her again. She fake screamed, trying to reach the cock with her tongue. “Be patient, slut. I’ll use your mouth when I’m ready.” 

“How can I be patient when I can see your delicious cock right in front of me?” Mina pouted. Solon slapped her again, harder this time. “But being dick-slapped is fun too. It helps me remember that my purpose is pleasing your cock.” 


Solon kept dick slapping her a while longer, intermittently rubbing his balls on her face. She licked him every chance she could get, so she soon ended up soaked with her own spit. “I’m slapping you with my dick and this is how you respond. You really are pitiful.” 

Her pussy glistened at the humiliation. Her arousal returned even after her orgasms. Solon rubbed her clit while he kept teasing her, never letting her get more than a passing taste of his cock. “I can’t help it. When I see Master’s cock it gets so hard to think and all I want is it inside me.” Mina giggled, sticking her tongue out stupidly. “It doesn’t matter which hole either. I just want to be used.”

She buried her face in his balls, panting for air as she lapped at them with her tongue. Solon grabbed her nipple, tugging on it. Hard. 

“OH FUCK!” Mina cried. Her pussy twitched under his thumb as he tweaked her sensitive nub. 

“Cum.”

She squirted, her juices flying across the room. Solon stepped back, revealing her dumb grin. “Thank you for letting me cum, Master.” 

“Too easy.” Solon clicked his tongue. He created a pair of chains to grab her pussy lips and pull them apart. “You always cum so quickly. It's kind of cute.” 

“It’s because you're so good. I never used to be like this, but whenever you touch me I cum like crazy.” Mina laughed manically. “My body knows who its true master is.” 

Solon rubbed her tits affectionately. “That’s because I’ve trained you.” 

“Even before you trained me, my body did this. The first time you used my holes, I went crazy. It’s my fate to serve your dick.” Solon loved it when noble, refined Mina said such filthy, slutty things. He couldn’t wait any longer. He slid his cock into her mouth. She took it gleefully, lapping at the sides with her tongue. 

Mina’s training was the real deal. She never stopped licking even when he hit her throat. He teased her nipples as he filled her, watching his cock make a bulge in her throat. Her pussy glistened. Solon had made her orgasm while she sucked his dick so many times that her body reacted on instinct even when he didn’t touch her. The scent of her arousal was unmistakable. “You love this, don’t you, cunt?” 

Mina nodded around his dick, saying something slurred around him. Solon had no idea what she was saying, but he knew she was agreeing. Her body told him everything he needed to know. 

“Do you wish you could suck my dick every day?” 

An affirmative grunt. 

“Do you want me to be rough?” 

Same answer. 

Solon jerked his hips back, then slammed into her. Mina squealed with joy, lapping at his cock when it left her mouth and sucking hard when it entered her throat. She swallowed to pleasure him better, the results of long training showing. “Fuck, you’re such a good throat cunt. Maybe I’ll make this a permanent thing and never touch your cunt again. This is your best hole.”

Mina mewled around his cock, still licking him. 

“But then again, you’d still never be as good as Raven. Your holes can never do better than second place.” Mina sucked extra hard, spurred on by his degrading words. Knowing she loved it, Solon stepped things up. He made a new set of chains with clamps at the end, tugging her pussy lips apart. With her clit exposed, he grabbed his whip. “Time to punish this second-rate fuck hole.” 

Smack. Mina moaned when he hit her, her pussy twitching with bliss. He hit her again, harder. The more he hit her, the more she moaned. Her throat’s vibrations felt fantastic around his cock. Seeing her in ecstasy made it even more arousing. He paused occasionally, rubbing her pussy with the whip's end, watching her squirm. She got to the edge so fast. 

“Getting off on the feeling of a whip against your pussy. You're hopeless.” Smack. Solon could feel his own orgasm building. Mina got off on being a second-rate fuck toy, but in reality, her well-honed skills were very effective. Her enthusiasm to please had Solon close to bursting. 

Smack.

He wanted to make her cum again first. But when he pulled back, she sucked so hard that he lost control. He groaned as he burst into her throat. He dropped the whip, gripping her tits as he pumped his jizz straight down her throat. She took it all, her tongue teasing him throughout. The pleasure was so intense that he had to step back when he was done. “Maybe you can do better than second place.”  

Mina grinned at him, her hair hanging loosely under her. She opened her mouth, blowing a bubble with his cum. She stuck her tongue out to burst the bubble, her tongue swirling around her mouth. Solon watched enraptured as she played with his jizz, before swallowing it with an exaggerated moan. “Thank you for using this second-rate fuck hole, Master.” 

Solon’s erection returned with a vengeance. He spun her again, so her spread pussy was exposed to him. Her wet insides were on full display, begging him to take her. Not yet. I want her to remember this. Solon created a thin chain with a pair of clamps connected to each of her nipples. The chain was slightly too short, so her nipples were pulled together in the middle. He teased her clit again, watching her reaction. 

“You don’t need to tease me, Master. My cunt’s always wet and ready for you.” Mina shook her hips up and down, showing off her wet hole. “Take it.” 

“Not yet.” 

“You want me to beg again, don’t you?” Mina laughed, throwing her head back. “Please, Master, please, please, please, please, please. I want to feel your cock in my cunt. I wish your cock was always in my cunt. It makes me so sad that I can’t serve you 24/7. I wish every second of my life was dedicated to serving you, so please let me serve you now.” 

Solon thrust into her. It wasn’t just her words, though they were arousing. It was also her earnest, desperate delivery. She was acting so slavishly that he couldn’t resist. He took her, rubbing her clit furiously as he went inside. She threw her head back as he pounded into her; Solon held her legs in his arms. “You're such a perfect cunt.” 

“No, I’m worthless. I’m useless. Second best.” 

“No, you're perfect.” Solon spoke without thinking. “You're so obedient and sexy. I’m so glad you're my girlfriend.” 

Mina blushed at his words. It was insane that she could be so embarrassed by sweet talk while she was chained up, hanging from the ceiling and being fucked. “I—ah, Master, I think—”

“Cum. I want you to cum so much. Feel good for me, Mina. You're such a good slave, so feel good for me.” The praise was too much. Mina cried out in joy, squirting out her release. 

“Yes, I’m a good slave.” She squeezed down around him, milking him for all she was worth. Solon kept bouncing her on his cock. “I’m obedient. I’ll always be obedient. Being a slave is so much fun.” 

Solon could tell her orgasm was coming to an end. He wanted more. He wanted to make her cum again straight away. He released the chains, holding her up and slamming her into the wall. Mina was tough enough that it wouldn’t hurt, but it let him reach new angles inside her. At the same time, he put vibrating chains against her clit, moving them as quickly as he could. “Cum. Don’t stop. I told you, you’ve got to have all your orgasms now.” 

“Yes, Master!” Mina’s moans turned to screams as she embraced him. She was trying to thrust back, but the bliss had overwhelmed her. Solon kissed and licked her neck, doing everything he could think of to make her feel as good as possible. All he cared about was her pleasure. “Again. Fuck. Again!” 

Solon lost track of how many times he made Mina scream. At some point, her screams turned silent, but that wasn’t because of a lack of pleasure. He changed possessions repeatedly, never letting things get stagnant. He wouldn’t be satisfied with a normal night. He wanted her to cum until she couldn’t anymore. When it came to Mina, that was a tall order. 

When he finally came inside her, she wrapped her legs around him, squeezing so hard he couldn’t move. Not that he minded. He could tell she was already in heaven. When she released him, he lowered her onto the bed. He then fell next to her, exhausted. “Do you… want more?” 

Mina looked at him incredulously. “You’re fucking insane.” 

“Is that a no?” 

Her grin lit up the room. “Fuck me up.” 

In the end, Mina didn’t get a wink of sleep. When the sun rose, Solon was still deep inside her. They were both exhausted, but too addicted to each other to stop. “Solon, I’ve got to go.” 

“Not yet. We need to finish.” 

“Y-yes, Master. Finish using your cunt.” Mina lied back on the bed, letting Solon pound into her. Her final orgasm ripped through her as he pumped her full of cum. Then Solon fell next to her. Mina sat up, then fell back down. “I can’t believe you fucked me all night. I’m going to be late.” 

“Sorry.” 

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Master.” Mina kissed him on the cheek. “That was the best send-off a girl could hope for. Don’t worry, I’ll say I overslept. No big deal. But first, I need to take a quick shower.” Mina was covered in sweat and cum, but to Solon she was as beautiful as ever. When Mina stood up, her legs buckled beneath her. Solon caught her, guiding her back to the bed. 

“I’ll wash you,” Solon said. He was exhausted too, but he prepared the shower for her while she waited on the bed. When she was ready, she joined him. They were in a good inn, one that could afford an enchanted shower, ensuring the water was both warm and steadily conjured. Mina sat on a stool while Solon lathered her with soap and a sponge, cleaning off the evidence of their all-night-long fuck session. 

“Last night was amazing. I feel so dirty.” 

“You won’t be for long,” Solon said, massaging her back while he sponged her down. “Just relax, I’ll handle everything.” 

“I feel so bad. After everything you did, I should be the one pampering you.” 

“No.” Solon took the shampoo, lathering her hair. “I want to do this. You deserve to be cared for.” 

Mina closed her eyes, drifting off happily as he praised her. “... Okay.” 

“What did I ever do to deserve you?” Solon muttered, rinsing her hair. He wished the shower could last forever. He didn’t want Mina to go. He wanted her to be with him all the time. He hated when they were apart.


Chapter 50: Leaving 

Everything was packed and ready to go. Mina had already said her goodbyes to Felimie and Raven, but Solon wanted to walk her to the meeting place. Mina could tell Solon was exhausted, but also that he wanted to say something. She knew this because, for once, he wasn’t talking. 

They walked side by side, enjoying the gentle light of the sunrise in silence. Solon was carrying one of her bags, while she carried the other. Mina was content to let Solon take his time. “Mina, I…” 

“Yes?” 

“You're going to be gone for a while, and it’s going to be dangerous. I think at times like this, when we’re saying goodbye, it’s important that you know that I … care about you a lot.” Solon ran a hand through his hair, looking irritated. Mina knew the irritation was directed at himself. 

She took his hand in hers. “You don’t have to say it if you're not ready.” Solon’s head snapped around, shock written all over his face. “I know how you feel.” 

“I…” Solon squeezed her hand. “It’s not like I say it to the others... I’ve never said it to anyone.” 

“I know.” Mina and Raven talked about it sometimes. “We’ve not even been dating for a year. It’s not like you have to feel that way at this point.” 

“No!” Solon shouted, then looked around awkwardly. There weren’t many people out so early, but those that were stared. “I do feel that way. Really. I have for a while now.” 

“I know.” Mina squeezed his hand. “So do I.”

Mina wanted to say it, but she didn’t want to make Solon feel like he had to say it if he wasn’t ready. She could wait. Nothing was going to happen. “No, this is silly. I’m… I love you, Mina.” 

Mina couldn’t remember ever seeing Solon look so nervous. So vulnerable. It was adorable. She pulled him into a kiss; the urge to do so was too strong to resist. He seemed stunned, taking a moment to kiss her back. Breaking the kiss, she rested her forehead against his. “I love you too, Solon.” 

Solon smiled, a thin layer of nervousness still showing. “I don’t know why I was so awkward about that; it’s just a word.” 

“I think it’s sweet you take it so seriously. In fact, you could say I love that about you.” Mina preened at the sight of him blushing. “You're cute when you blush.” 


“Um. Well, that’s…” Solon rubbed his face. “You're going to tease me like this a lot from now on, aren’t you?” 

“Yep!” Mina swung his hand back in a big arc. “But we’ve still got to move, or I'll be late… lover.”


Chapter 51: Sapphire’s Proposition

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this meeting?” Sapphire asked. Cyra hated having to spend more time with the manipulative woman, but she couldn’t avoid it. Sapphire had asked, or more like told her, to stay in the city after the banquet, arranging a room for her at an inn. Cyra couldn’t afford to be passive any longer, not when so much was happening. 

She arranged to meet Sapphire at what Sapphire called her pied-à-terre, though it seemed too large to be one. It was a tall townhouse in the royal district, her living room being on the top floor. The entire wall was one big stained-glass window that bathed the room in multicoloured light. Sapphire was lounging on a white chaise longue; wearing a robe that looked like it might fall open at any moment. Cyra stayed standing. 

“I want to know what you're plotting?” 

Sapphire had the gall to look innocent. “Whatever do you mean?” 

“You want the Deji to fight the Helkiti. I know you won’t have been so easily put off. What I want to know is why?” Cyra planted her feet and crossed her arms. She wasn’t going to leave without an answer. 

“Do I really have to explain?” Cyra nodded. 

“Yes, you do. You offered our services.” 

Sapphire clicked her tongue, smiling boyishly. “Because I knew I would be refused. King John needs to win this battle with the royal army, otherwise he’ll look weak.”

The gears in Cyra’s mind started turning as she struggled to process Sapphire’s true goal. “So… it was all just for show? You made the offer so that we would… look loyal?” 

“Do you really think I’d have such a poultry goal?”

“Stop being coy and explain. I don’t have all day.” 

Sapphire raised her hands in mock surrender. “As you wish. The reason I offered is so that when Nexus’ army is forced to retreat, King John will think of us first. When that time comes, we will be available and our troops will be ready to win the war.” 

Cyra bristled at the Deji being referred to as theirs; they were hers and hers alone. “That… makes no sense.”

“It doesn’t?” 

“Of course it doesn’t. How could you possibly know that the royal army would lose? According to reports, the Helkiti have 2-thousand men; surely King John can raise a stronger force than that and if he can’t, what could I possibly do about it? The Deji barely number 800 men in both cities, including new recruits.” The battle against Gorgath had cost them dearly. Cyra had been working on rebuilding her forces, but it wasn’t easy finding people up to the necessary standard. Meanwhile, the royal army was unharmed and would be allying itself with the Nekomi and the Twilsis armies. “If the Helkiti lose, we won’t have achieved anything. But if they somehow win, we can’t assume their losses will be that extensive. We’d be outnumbered, in which case there’s no way we could win unless…”

“Keep going… you're getting close, darling.” 

Sapphire was playing with her; this whole conversation was a game to her. “... You're playing both sides.” The realisation dawned on Cyra like a boulder on her chest, yet Sapphire only smiled. Cyra fell into her seat, the strength draining out of her body. “It’s true, isn’t it? You're a traitor.”

“A traitor implies I owe this country my loyalty,” Sapphire said, her seductive tone replaced by an angry one. “But that’s beside the point.” Her anger left as suddenly as it had appeared. She walked over to Cyra, her hips swaying seductively, her robe hanging off of her body loosely, “What matters is that, when General Steelside is vanquished, you will have your troops ready to ride in and save the day before anyone else can try to steal the glory. When that happens, King John will be in your debt. If we play our cards well, we can expand the Deji’s influence to include Locus; from there… anything is possible.” 

“People will die.” 

“They always do.” Sapphire loomed over her. “Every day, people die because King John is too weak to protect the people of this country. The Helkiti are out there right now, destroying towns and cities while the king lounges in his palace. Don’t you think the people of this country deserve better?”

Cyra felt breathless. “You're asking me to betray my people.” 

“No. I’d never ask you to do that,” Sapphire said. She stroked Cyra’s cheek affectionately. “I’m helping you protect your people, all your people. If our plan works, the Deji will be able to spread their influence to every inch of this country. Picture it. We could rebuild this country in our image.” 

“Our image?” Sapphire’s smile sapped Cyra’s will. She found herself picturing what she could achieve if the Deji were to expand further. When she was young, control of Labity had been her wildest dream. She’d enforced order and ensured peace, making everyone follow Soleil’s teachings. If she’d had more power, perhaps she could have done so for longer. She could improve the entire nation. “We’d… we’d have to do this right. This can’t be like with Gorgath; this time we move before anyone is hurt.” 

“Of course, darling.” 

“And…” Cyra swallowed. She couldn’t believe she was considering this. “And I need assurances that the Deji will be safe. I can’t lead them into a war they’ll lose.” 

“I’ll take care of it. Just be ready to move when I give the word, and I assure you it’ll be a grand victory.” Sapphire's face was so close to hers. Cyra hadn’t even noticed her moving, yet somehow, she had got so close she could feel Sapphire’s breath against her lips.

“We really shouldn’t…”

“Think of it this way. If you did nothing, the result would be the same. The only difference this plan makes is that when King John fails, you're there to clean up his mess.” Cyra knew that wasn’t the right way of looking at it. If she refused, she could warn King John, or General Steelside, or a dozen other people. With forewarning, they could prepare countermeasures to whatever Sapphire was planning. But then what would happen to her? Sapphire had dug her hooks deep into the Deji, even if Cyra managed to convince everyone that she had nothing to do with the plot, it wouldn’t change the fact that most of her funding came from Sapphire and Lord Flam. If they were suddenly taken out of the picture, it would be impossible for her to maintain the Deji; then she wouldn’t be able to help anyone. 

That’s if King John even won. If Sapphire came out on top, the Deji would have made an enemy of a woman who had an army powerful enough to defeat the royal military. They’d be annihilated. “I need you to promise that you will keep the Deji safe. I must protect the people in my service.” 

“I’ll take care of you, darling. Don’t worry.” Sapphire held her cheeks; their lips were only a hair’s breadth apart. Her robe had slipped as she leaned over her. She smelt wonderful, like lavender and honey. “Just relax and enjoy. I promise you’ll love this.”

“Okay.” Sapphire’s lips brushed against her own. All Cyra’s worries were washed away by pure desire.


Chapter 52: Old Rival

Hayley couldn’t believe they still hadn’t marched out. Steelside had set up a war camp on the outskirts of the city; in theory, they were ready to march at any moment and had been for weeks. In practice, they wouldn’t move until their allies arrived. Hayley understood why this wasn’t a battle they could afford to lose, but it still irritated her waiting around doing nothing while the Helkiti ravaged the countryside. Officially, the Helkiti had ceased their attacks, but Hayley knew this wasn’t true. Everyone in the court knew that they were still swarming around the southern countryside like locusts. 

She needed to blow off some steam; she needed to fight. So, she sought out Solon. She missed kicking his ass; it was one of her favourite parts about training under Shinsui. He always insisted that they would learn more if they trained together. Solon had wanted to duel in the guild, which suited her fine. The royal palace had much nicer training areas, designed to withstand the force of high-ranking mages, but if they trained there, she’d risk getting drawn into pointless nonsense by a noble or courtier. One thing Hayley had learned since entering King John’s service: everyone was plotting all the time. Some were open about it; this was annoying, but more annoying were the ones who tried to hide what they were up to. 

The battlefield he chose was covered in giant boulders and ledges, with a surface made of sand. Hayley had suggested the water field, but Solon wasn’t dumb enough to fall for that. Water conducts electricity. The fight wouldn’t last 5 minutes. With the boulders, he’d at least have lots of places to hide. 

“I was going to ask Raven to ref, but I couldn’t find her,” Solon explained, taking his position across from her. 

“Lost another girlfriend, Sol, not that I’m surprised. At least this one didn’t go to war to get away from you,” Hayley said, smiling playfully. Seeing the look on his face, she suspected it came across worse than she intended. He knows what I mean.

“Let’s just do this. Same rules as when we were students.”

“Whatever.” Hayley crossed her arms. “Let’s start!”

Solon immediately ran behind the closest rock. She knew he would do this, so she didn’t even try to attack. Instead, she activated her lightning enhancement, feeling the familiar sensation of everything slowing down. With the lightning coursing through her body, her reaction time was cut in half, and her speed was doubled. She blitzed forward, leaping over the man-sized rock in a single bound. She saw a chain-covered man below her. She took a potshot, her lightning cracking the air. 

Impressively, he managed to dodge. Then, stupidly, he tried to punch her. Hayley blocked the weak blow, letting her electricity flow into his metal-covered body. She rolled with the blow, negating most of the force. “That’s your plan? Damn, I didn’t expect much, but I thought you’d improve at least a little after so many years.” The chain man collapsed into a pile of loose metal, then disappeared. 

Metal rattled, and before she knew it, she was being run down by 3 different metal men. Each one sent a pair of manacles towards her, trying to ensnare her wrists and ankles. Hayley flowed around the 6 attacks with the grace of a ballerina, all the while focusing on sensing Solon’s mana. She doubted that any of her attackers were anything more than puppets. The difference was subtle, but she could sense that the mana they exuded was only coming from the chainmail itself. They were hollow. 

Where’s the real one? He didn’t have long to hide. The boulder he chose had been isolated, and she had an aerial view when she jumped over him. Except there had been a blind spot. She had been so focused on the fake Solon that she didn’t notice the ledge on the right-hand side. He slipped under there when I jumped. I got to hand it to him; he timed it perfectly. I didn’t notice at all.

Once she landed, he would have been able to flee further into the battlefield while she was focused on fighting the bodies. In theory, he could be anywhere. But Hayley knew better than to think that. She had fought Solon literally hundreds of times over the years; she knew that while he could manipulate detached chains; it slowed him down when he tried to. He used to use thin chains to hide the link back to himself, but considering the sand covering the ground, he wouldn’t need to. He could bury the links. If she attacked a body, he would detach it, so the attack wouldn’t make it back to him. That was why the first body collapsed when she hit it; he no longer needed it, so he discarded it. 

She could get him to do the same to the 3 attacking her, but there was really no point. Solon would only replace them. She danced around his attacks, focusing on his mana. Gotcha. She hit all 3 at once, then dashed around a corner to find her real target. He had disguised himself to look like the others, but she could sense he was inside the armour. She didn’t need to charge her attack; it was only Solon, and he had even covered himself in metal for her convenience. “I win.” He turned his head up, and she shocked him. 

Chains ensnared her legs. Hayley tried to struggle, but the chains were already up to her thighs, binding them together and knocking her over. How? Solon was in the armour. She was sure of it. She could sense it. How had he endured her attack? Solon walked over to her calmly as the chains took her arms. She tried to break free, but his chains were too strong.

“Looks like I—” She released her power, electrocuting everything. The chains binding her disappeared, as did Solon’s armour. He fell to the ground, convulsing in pain. 

Shit, I overdid it. That was the sort of attack she would use when she was in a life-or-death battle. “Solon, are you okay?” 

He glowered at her, his whole body twitching painfully. “W-w-wh-”

“Sorry, I got carried away.” 

“I-I-I…” Solon huffed, grimacing in pain. “I’ll say!” 

Hayley helped him sit up. “Try to relax. I didn’t follow through, so it won’t be fatal.” 

“Do I-I need to see a healer?” 

“Huh... oh. No, you’ll be fine. I shock people like this all the time…” Hayley coughed. “Well, not exactly like this. You're a lot less pathetic than I remember.”

“Is-is that your attempt to-to apologise?” 

Hayley helped Solon back into the guild; she sat him down by the fire. Then she got him a drink to help him recover. 5 minutes later, he was good as new, barring the occasional twitch. He said, “It hurts a lot more than when we used to train together.” 

“Sorry.” Hayley winced. She didn’t know what else to say. 

“You were really determined to win. I got close, at least.” 

Hayley exhaled. “I wouldn’t say I won that fight. I totally panicked and took things way too far.” 

Solon looked at her, mesmerised. “So, you're saying I won?” 

Hayley knew the mature thing to do would be to admit she had broken the rule about not using too much power in a spar. “What? No, it was a tie.” 

Solon slumped, sipping his drink. “Whatever. It was still a useful experience. I know my anti-lightning technique works when the attack isn’t too powerful, at least.” 

“Yeah, what the hell was that? I got a direct hit.” Hayley crossed her arms. “I wouldn’t have had to use so much power if I didn’t think your defence had improved.” 

“So, this is my fault?” Hayley knew it would be childish to blame him. 

“Yes.” 

Solon’s lips spread into a thin line. “Well, in that case, figure it out yourself.” Solon smiled at her sarcastically. “I’m sure a King’s Mage will manage that in no time.” 

“Ha, I was just giving you the chance to show off. Obviously, I already know.” 

“Go ahead.” Hayley had no idea how he did it. His chains were always weak to electric attacks in the past. It was why she beat him so easily. 

A runner burst into the room, giving Hayley a much-needed distraction. “King’s Mage Hayley, your presence is requested at the war camp.” 

“Why, what’s going on?” 

“The troops led by General Steelside are moving out to meet the Nekomi army.” Hayley blinked. She was glad to hear that things were happening but also confused. 

“Is Morshal back already?” Hayley asked, although she already knew the answer. It had only been a week since she left; Morshal could’ve potentially made it back that quickly if she was fast, but she doubted she’d be able to raise her army and then return with it in such little time. 

“I’m… not supposed to say.” 

“I’m a King’s Mage; you can tell me anything.” The runner looked very uncomfortable, glancing at Solon repeatedly. “That’s an order.” 

“Queen Morshel was attacked on route to Flamburg. She’s in critical condition.”


Chapter 53: Back in Casithe

Mina climbed out of her carriage and stretched her back. It had been a long journey. The roads were well-paved, and the carriage was new and properly maintained, so it moved swiftly. The reason it was a long journey was that she was sharing the carriage with Thane Suji. Mina had forgotten how exhausting it was to spend time with Thane Suji. The Thane took every chance she could get to criticise Mina, noting everything from the way she sat (not straight enough) to her manner of speech (her words weren’t flowing properly, no doubt because she had wasted so much time speaking in the human tongue). 

Still, she was glad to be back in her home country again. While she didn’t wish to live there anymore, there were some things that were undeniably better. The food was the obvious one, but oddly she even found the air tasted cleaner. 

“Alright, where is the army then?” Mina asked, looking around the compound. She had expected war tents to be prepared. Oddly, Thane Suji’s house looked the same way it always did. 

Thane Suji stepped out of the carriage, Jenkins supporting her. “Hmm, it seems that Lumina did not get our message. How unfortunate. Well, that won’t be an issue. Aurora can begin organising the troops as soon as we’re settled.” 

“I could do it now,” Mina offered. She wanted an excuse to get away from Thane Suji, and the sooner the army was ready, the sooner she would be leaving again. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. You wouldn’t know how.” Mina frowned at her words. It’s not like she would personally raise the army; all she would do was speak to the general so she could start arranging the troops — it was hardly complicated. “Let your cousin rest. The Helkiti will still be there after we’ve had tea.” 

Aurora stepped out of the carriage. “I could send a message—” 


“No,” Thane Suji cut her off. “We have returned from a long journey. It’s important we get some rest before we move onto our next endeavour." 

Mina shared a look with Aurora. Thane Suji had always been very critical of any desire to rest, whether they were training or engaging in diplomacy. She always said a good noble was endless and vital. Her age is finally catching up with her.

“Jenkins will fetch our bags. Let's head in.” They did as she asked. Servants arranged a formal tea ceremony, which was a laborious process. Lumina joined them, brewing the tea. 

“It needs a few minutes. This tea is a slow brew,” she explained. Thane Suji chose ki-quan; it took over 15 minutes to brew and was notoriously watery. 

“That’s fine. Servants, you are dismissed.” The servants put their blindfolds on in silence. This was an old practice, a way of telling the servants to ignore what was said. It was claimed that a good servant would hear and say nothing until they were called upon. Mina straightened up at the command. Thane Suji was up to something. “You noticed the lack of troops. The reason for this is simple: we will not be aiding the humans.”  

“What?” Mina blurted out. Thane Suji scowled at her. 

“It should be obvious. We offered our assistance, but we will not arrive in time. Princess Nihil will ensure that the main army is delayed in Heartland, thus forcing us to wait.” 

“But… why are we raising an army at all then?” Aurora said. It was a logical question; raising an army even if it didn’t move was still a logistical challenge and expensive to boot. Soldiers had to be paid and fed. 

Thane Suji was visibly disappointed. “Because we promised the humans we would. And once they have finished their war, we may still have a need for it.” 

The implications of her words sat heavily in the room. After the war with the Helkiti, the human forces would be weakened. If they were to move in with a large force, they could seize a lot of land before they had a chance to recover. The garrison at Drakesharbour was the only obstacle worth noting, and with the bridge they now had an easy way of entering the city. 

“Was this the plan all along?” Mina asked after a pause. Lumina started pouring the first round of tea, her expression hidden behind years of experience. 

“Planning too far into the future is foolish. Circumstances change, and we must adapt. If the Helkiti had not attacked the humans, then we would have found another way to achieve this goal.” Thane Suji took her first sip of tea. “It’s too weak.” 

Lumina took all the cups, pouring their contents into the tray. Lumina said, “Forgive me.” 

“You mentioned Princess Nihil, but what about Queen Saoirse? Has she signed off on this plan?” Aurora asked. 

“The queen is not long for this world.” Mina’s surprise turned to stupefaction. She had never once heard Thane Suji say anything even vaguely insulting about the queen before. 

“Is she going to be … assassinated?" Mina whispered assassinated, afraid she would be overheard by unfriendly ears. 

“Don’t be so melodramatic; this isn’t one of your plays.” Thane Suji tapped her cup, indicating that Lumina should pour the next round of tea. “I mean what I said. Queen Saoirse’s time is coming to an end. She would be lucky to survive the winter. It’s time we begin working to deepen our relationship with her heir, that is all.” 

Thane Suji sipped her tea, then nodded her acceptance. They all picked up their drinks, mimicking her actions.


Chapter 54: Lost Magic 

Felimie loved Locus University. She had never been somewhere with so much information on everything before. It didn't matter what she wanted to learn about: history, magic, architecture, or even maths; the books seemed limitless. Part of her wanted to never leave, and she had in fact ended up being woken up by Solon a few times as she fell asleep reading without meaning to. 

“Have you ever considered enrolling? You could learn so much here. It wouldn’t be long before you were made a professor,” Sofia said one day. Their relationship had largely recovered since the incident at the banquet. They never discussed what was said, or Felimie’s upset, silently agreeing to act like it never happened. 

“Me, a teacher. I don’t know about that.” 

“A professor, not a teacher. This isn’t a school for noble brats,” Sofia corrected firmly. They were in her office. It was a small room, lined with books on all sides. Even the space above the doorway was a bookshelf. Felimie hoped someday she would have a similar room. “And you're more than qualified. Talking to you about ritual magic these last few days has been scintillating.” 

“Oh, um, thank you.” Felimie squirmed in her seat. She wasn’t as bad with compliments as she used to be, in part due to Solon’s concentrated efforts, but it still made her embarrassed. “But I’m nothing special.” 

“I disagree. That sympathetic healing ritual of yours is very novel, even if the utility is limited.” Felimie had told her about the ritual she used to heal Mina back in the labyrinth. She hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but apparently it was impressive. “It does make me wonder if you could help with a … personal project of mine.” 

Felimie perked up at that. “What is it?” 

Sofia opened her drawer and pulled out an ancient tome bound in a red leather cover. It had no title or other markings indicating what it was about. “You must understand my fascination with this topic is purely academic. I have no intention of doing anything unethical.” 

“I can sympathise. I enjoy learning about ancient cults, but I’ve found few others who are willing to share in my fascination,” Felimie said, remembering Solon’s bafflement at her interest in the church of Unmas. “What is it?” 

“I’ve been studying…” Sofia glanced about, as if expecting someone else to have snuck into the tiny office. “Lilithian magic.” 

Felimie wasn’t sure what the appropriate reaction was. Should she act shocked? Or neutral? She knew most people would act horrified, but that wouldn’t be productive. “I see. And what is it you're hoping to achieve?” 

“I told you, it’s purely theoretical.” Sofia waved her concerns away. “If my research is correct, then it’s impossible for me to use Lilithian magic. It requires utilising mana in forms I simply don’t have access to… well, it might be possible with a specially designed device or a Lilithian magic item, but that’s beside the point.” Felimie’s interest was piqued. It did fit with Solon and Raven being unable to use the Black Grimoire. “My only goal is to understand how it worked. It’s infuriating that we don’t know. She died hundreds of years ago; since then, magic has come so far and improved in almost every field, yet still we know precious little about how she made demons, how her magic items worked… everything, really. Doesn’t that just drive you mad?”

Is this how I sound to normal people? Felimie wondered. Sofia was borderline manic as she talked about magic theory. “So, what’s in the book?” 

“Ah, right. Sorry, I got distracted. This is my research into some of Lilith’s rituals that I was able to uncover, including the demonisation ritual. I’m hoping to find a way to isolate the desirable aspects — immortality, healing, and increased power — from the undesirable aspects, mental and moral degeneration... in a theoretical way.” Felimie pursed her lips. She was beginning to think this wasn’t an entirely theoretical goal, but she could hardly judge her. 

“May I please see it?” 

Sofia’s grin lit up the room. She climbed around the desk and placed the book in front of Felimie. Opening it to the first page, she began talking about the various rituals and information inside. Some of it was well known, like the differences between Lilithian and druidic script and how that affected spells. Other bits, however, Felimie had never even heard of. 

“You see, this is what I mean. This combination of runes here, it essentially is about transferring demonic essence, or at least, that’s the closest approximation to what it is that I can find,” Sofia said, pointing at the runes. “I think that when Lilith uses this, she’s imbuing her target with a special power that causes the transformation. That’s got me wondering, can we remove it? Or better yet, could we alter the essence to be something else that has fewer side effects?” 

Felimie studied the runes closely. If this were druidic magic, the primary runes would be healing runes: healing, strengthening, and energising. Lilithian runes had similar meanings, except they were corrupted versions: undying, overpowering, and animating. The final one, animation, was the most significant. Lilith’s demons were famously puppets, unable to resist her commands. There was a lot of debate over whether this was truly mind control, or if the minds of the demons had already been destroyed when they died and they were merely zombies like any other necromancer could make. Some of the demons had outlived her, but this was not impossible for a necromancer to achieve, especially one as powerful as Lilith. It would explain their erratic behaviour too, as undead with no master tend to continue acting on “autopilot”. 

There were then the secondary runes, which added several layers of complexity. A primary rune in a ritual defines the core goal of the spell, there’s usually between 1 and 5 of them depending on how multifaceted the spell is. The secondary runes then build on this, helping to guide the minutiae of the spell. Felimie was initially confident that she would be able to understand everything in Sofia’s notebook. But as she dug deeper, she noticed that it didn’t have just primary and secondary runes. On another page, she had documented tertiary and even quaternary runes. Almost no rituals used quaternary runes. If something couldn’t be defined with 3 layers of runes interacting, it was because you were doing it wrong. A properly made ritual should be as simple as possible. 

“I can’t believe Lilith would use runes like this. They seem so… bad.” 

“It was 300 years ago,” Sofia pointed out. “Standard practice didn’t even exist then. Bridget first published her works after the Demon Wars ended.” 

That got Felimie’s attention. “I know that there were few places that studied the topic seriously back then, but surely she couldn’t have figured all of this out by herself?” 

“Maybe she didn’t. I doubt any university would be willing to admit they had her as a student. It’s a shame; there’s so much about her that we’ll never know because people hide any connection to her. If you were to believe the history books, she appeared out of thin air, already a master of magic with no backstory at all.” 

Felimie did find that frustrating. Even the Seekers hadn’t been able to learn much about her, despite their attempts to dig deeper. “That gives me an idea. I might know another group that would be interested in working on this with you?” 

Sofia made an intrigued sound. 

“I know they’re not your favourite people, but they have a lot of resources and are… flexible, when it comes to topics like this.” 


“The Seekers of the Absolute Magic?” Sofia managed to pack more scorn into those words than Felimie thought possible. “Why don’t I also contact the local adventurer's guild? See if any of those…” Sofia drifted off awkwardly. Felimie was frowning at her. Sofia had forgotten that Felimie was dating an adventurer. “Perhaps I’m being a bit too... judgemental.” 

“You are.” 

“I’m sorry,” Sofia said. She took a cleansing breath. “I would be willing to hear their thoughts, although I must insist that we keep this to a small circle. I could get into a lot of trouble if it gets out that I’m studying this.” 

“I understand. I’ll keep it quiet.” 

“That includes your man, Solon.” 

“He wouldn’t tell anyone.” 

Sofia shrugged. “I believe you, but he won’t approve and won’t want to help. So, there’s no reason to tell him.” 

Felimie felt uncomfortable. Sofia was right; Solon wouldn’t want to be involved. He had already explicitly stopped researching Lilithian magic. “Fine. But I won’t lie if he directly asks me.”

“I can’t see why that would be a problem.”


Chapter 55: Army Camp

This was Hayley’s first experience of a real war. As a King’s Mage, she had been on several missions and fought in a few skirmishes, but she had yet to march with an army. King John’s reign had been peaceful until the Helkiti arrived. She was surprised to learn that before great battles, there was a lot of waiting around. 

A lot of waiting around. 

They had marched south, then stopped on the north side of the Deblue River. According to intelligence, the Helkiti’s main force had hidden itself in the Deblue Marsh, to the south of the river. There were no cities in the marsh, only a few scattered settlements which were presumably already destroyed. This meant moving in was a low priority, General Steelside’s primary goal being to keep them pinned in the south until the Nekomi army could arrive to give them support. 

So, he had the troops set up camp. They had planted palisades to form a perimeter, using the standard camp setup with the general’s tent in the centre, surrounded by the armoury, healers' tents, and other key locations. Further out were the lieutenants’ quarters, then lastly the rank and file at the edges. Some of the tents were intentionally left empty so that when reinforcements arrived, the higher-ranking members could settle in right away. This also had the effect of making the camp appear bigger than it was to any scouts, intimidating the enemy. 

Hayley’s tent was near the middle. She had a pair of guards following her seemingly everywhere. She hadn’t learnt their names, mentally calling them The Fat One and The Thin One. Neither seemed very strong, so they’d be useless in a fight. She suspected that they were Steelside’s way of keeping track of her movements. 

Hayley met him in his tent 3 days after they finished setting up camp. Hayley said, “The scouts are saying the Helkiti defences are weak. We should attack.” Hayley never liked wasting time with preamble; at court it was unavoidable, but when speaking to soldiers she never bothered. 

Steelside looked at her boredly. “I am aware, and no, we shouldn’t,” he said. Evidently, he had a similar policy. He beckoned her over to a map of the region, showing their location and the location of the Helkiti according to the scouts. “It’s a trap.” 

“How? It’s a poorly defended area, with nowhere to fall back to.” They would need to cross the river, but they were confident no soldiers were close enough to attack while they did so. The Deblue River only had a few bridges, but they were still standing. Once they did that, the marsh backed onto the Suter Mountain Range, making retreat impossible.

“This —” Steelside picked up the figurine that represented the Helkiti “— isn’t the main force. It’s bait. There’s no way they would let themselves be discovered so quickly.”

“It’s been 3 days.”

“Exactly.” Steelside put the piece back down. “Our scouts are good, but not that good. To discover the enemy's main force in so little time is ridiculous. So, either they're ridiculously incompetent, or they’re trying to bait us into an attack so they can ambush us.” 

“From where? They’re surrounded by marsh.” Sending troops through a swamp was, unsurprisingly, a nightmare. 

“Maybe they have some sort of marsh magic, or they have a plan to drain the water. Listen, when it comes to warfare, you need to act on the assumption that your opponent is smart. Worst-case scenario, you're wrong and you outsmart them.”

“The worst-case scenario is that you overthink a good opportunity and make what should be an easy battle into a drawn-out war.” Hayley put her hands on her hips, glaring up at him. General Steelside had a fearsome reputation, but she wasn’t the type to be cowed.

Steelside heaved a heavy sigh. “So young.”

“Hey, I’m 24 years old!”

“Exactly.” Steelside was at least 50, with grey hair and the kind of face that resulted from a hard life. “Pout all you like; we’re not moving until we either get an order to or receive reinforcements.”


Chapter 56: The Court of King John

Vala was finally getting the hang of life at court. It would never be easy, but she could understand it. The key thing to know was that nothing happened unless Graham or Corina approved of it. Though they acted humble, it was clear they had the king's ear and guided most of his decisions. 

As such, the key was to avoid being the enemy of either of them. Vala tended to work with Graham more, as he was the vizier so had greater influence on military matters, but she was careful to avoid alienating Corina. As the minister of coin, she could make Vala’s life very difficult. 

Sapphire’s appearance at court changed everything. She had initially been introduced by Sofia, whose research she had apparently sponsored. Lots of people turned up at court in ways like this, making an appearance then disappearing when King John lost interest in them or they made an enemy that was too powerful. But Sapphire didn’t disappear. 

The scantily clad woman had slowly risen through the ranks until she stood on the podium next to Corina. Only one body separated her from the king’s ear. King John had summoned the court to discuss the issue of Morshel’s failure to arrive. 

“My king, while it is a grave tragedy, it need not change anything,” Graham said. “Our military is among the greatest in Corpus, and the Nekomi have promised us their aid. We do not need to fear an attack from barbarians.” 

“Those barbarians have ransacked the southern region of Nexus,” King John said, his voice short. “You assured me that Morshel would be safe travelling to Flamburg via Rea Woods.” 

“All of our intelligence indicated that the woods were safe—” 


“Then your intelligence was wrong.” Graham’s mouth snapped shut like a portcullis. The king never spoke to him so harshly. “I don’t need excuses; I need more men. Corina, provide me a solution.” 

Corina held out her hand, a page delivering her some papers. “I have already drawn up contracts to hire mercenaries. Rising Phoenix, as well as several other guilds, have expressed a willingness to send adventurers to bolster our forces.”

“How much will it cost?” 

“It won’t be cheap. If you want the best, you must be willing to pay for the best,” Corina said. John’s eyes narrowed at her. “Perhaps, if we were to request a loan from Necrum—”

“No. No more loans. I can’t afford to bankrupt this nation to fight barbarians.” Vala knew the Helkiti were much more than mere barbarians. She could see that Graham was regretting his earlier choice of words. 

“If I may, I may have a solution, Your Majesty.” Sapphire managed to make every word she said drip with sex. Even with his mask on, King John’s interest was palpable. 

“Speak.” 

“Lady Cyra has already offered to send the Deji to serve you. If we were to take her up on her offer, they could prove to be a formidable force.” 

“The group that fought Gorgath. Well, they’re certainly qualified.” John paused for a moment, the entire court awaiting his next words. “You say they offered their services already... Why was this not brought to my attention?” 

“That would be because of me, Your Majesty,” Graham answered quickly. Trying to conceal a mistake only ever made it worse. “I did not feel that the Deji could be trusted with such a significant mission. While they serve you well as city guards, for them to act as an active military force would be inappropriate.” 

“And you felt it appropriate to make that decision without consulting me?” John asked, turning his full attention to Graham. 

“Such a minor detail is beneath you. I wanted to save you the effort of dealing with such… minute details.” No one said anything. They all waited to see the king’s reaction with bated breath. 

“You would call the management of my armies minute details?” 

“Your Majesty, I only meant—”

“I know perfectly well what you meant, Graham.” King John heaved a heavy sigh. “You are dismissed.” 

“... Your Majesty?” Graham had never once been dismissed from court early.

“I no longer have need of your council... on this day.” Graham stepped forward, as if in a haze. He bowed to the king, then wordlessly swept out of the room. “Sapphire, take his place.”

Sapphire strutted around the throne, taking her newly earned position at the king's right-hand side. “Would you like me to arrange a meeting between yourself and Lady Cyra, Your Majesty, so that you can personally discuss the details?”

“Do it. Corina, stall the mercenaries for now. We will only hire them if they are still needed.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Corina bowed extra low, making her submission to the throne clear. King John looked over his courtiers. 

“Does anyone else have anything that needs my personal attention?” Normally, the rule at court was to only speak to the king after Graham or Corina had signed off on it. But with Graham dismissed, the floodgates opened. John was faced with an incredible amount of information on a variety of tasks, many of which he knew nothing about. 

Fortunately for him, his faithful servant Sapphire was there to aid him in whatever manner he needed.


Chapter 57: Studying 

Solon wasn’t used to being the dumbest person in the room. Hanging out with Felimie and Sofia, he could never keep up with what they were doing. He had expected that he would be useful as an assistant at least, but as time had progressed, Felimie had politely made it clear he couldn’t help her. She didn’t say it, but he knew he was slowing her down. 

So, he found a different way to occupy himself. When they visited the university, he instead took to researching Message Stones. Message Stones were a pair of magic devices that allowed the user's voice to be transferred between them over a great distance. They had been around since the Demon Wars; they were invented by the Legendary Heroine Bridget, but even in the modern era few people were able to make them, so they stayed expensive. 

Solon was very pleased when Sofia put him in a workshop with a series of Message Stones, inviting him to take them apart and study how they worked. She made it clear she considered this work rudimentary at best, but Solon was still thrilled. If he could learn to make them himself, then he could save a lot of money whilst improving his ability to communicate with his teammates. Or, better yet, he could sell them himself. 

He had thought it would be very different from what he was used to. But once he took one apart to examine the runes, he was surprised to find it was more similar to his magic than he thought. Sound runes were based on movement, so in a way, a Message Stone’s magic worked the same way as his did when he made his chains vibrate (albeit much more specific). Other than that, the only part that was expensive was the crystallised mana it used as a power source. 

“Maybe we could create one that works off of ambient mana,” Solon said when Felimie came to check in on him. He had the pieces of the Message Stone strewn about a table, with a series of diagrams of the different runes. Oddly, no 2 seemed to be the same, even ones created by the same mage. Solon had yet to figure out why. 

“That’s been attempted before,” Felimie said, looking at the diagrams. “The issue isn't the quantity of mana; it’s the supply being regular enough. Ambient mana waxes and wanes.” 

“Shame.” Solon flicked through his notes. “I’ve been working on replicating the magic. It doesn’t work yet, but if you’d like, I can show you.” 

“Complicated runic equations, you certainly know the way to a woman's heart,” Felimie said. If it were anyone else, that sentence would have been sarcastic. She examined the magic circle, pursing her lips. “It’s too complicated.” 

“Well, I know it’s a little bigger than it needs to be, but—”

“It’s much too big.” Felimie put the paper down. “This can be done in 2 layers. You're adding a whole extra one to balance your natural chain magic, but that’s redundant. Just alter your magic before the ritual begins, and you’ll save yourself the trouble.” 

“What about mana leakage?” Solon took the paper back, trying to see how it could be improved. 

“You can never reach zero mana leakage.” 

“Yes, but if it’s powered by my mana, then I can control it when it’s within range.”

“What good is that?” Felimie asked, tucking her hair behind her ears. “What is your range?” 

“For moving my chains 100 meters or so, it might have gone up slightly, but I never really train it. For existence, I can manage a few miles,” Solon said. 

“So… you’d create a Message Stone that only works over a distance one could shout… isn’t that pointless?” 

Solon smirked at her. “It is. If I use it like a normal Message Stone. But I have a different purpose in mind.”


Chapter 58: Grid Search

Raven perched atop an abandoned house in one of the poorest districts of Locus. The sun hadn’t risen yet; everyone else in the city was asleep and would be for some hours.

It had been 2 weeks since Hayley left with the royal army. During that time, it felt like very little had happened. They had officially taken temporary residence in Locus, reporting their new location to the guild, but with the war in full effect, the guild had suspended any missions below S-Rank that involved leaving the city. Martial law had been declared, including a strict curfew. No one was allowed out before 5 or after 10. If they were spotted outside, they’d be treated as a traitor. Leaving the city was even harder. Only those with official military clearance could leave.

Felimie spent most of her time studying at the university, enjoying having access to such a wide variety of literature. Sofia had arranged for her to be given special permission as a “Visiting Intellectual” so she could come and go as she pleased. 

Solon went with her sometimes but spent the bulk of his time training. Raven joined him occasionally, but she wasn’t as concerned about improving her combat abilities. Her real goal hadn’t changed. Every night, she would venture out to a secluded place and activate her magic, searching for Crow. Felimie had helped her develop a search grid. She cast her wide-area searches repeatedly to eliminate potential locations. It wasn’t perfect, because Crow could move. But she only had to find him once. As soon as she knew where he was, Felimie was confident she could help her keep track of him so they could hunt him down. Since she was in Locus, she had restarted her search, focusing on the surrounding areas. 

Wide-area searches were much more mana-intensive than regular tracking spells. She had to suffuse the target area with her mana at a distance, so that any response that matched would be returned. Or in this case, she’d not receive a response as Crow was actively negating her magic. Without the bangle, she’d only be able to cover a single hectare a day; with it, she could manage 10 before she exhausted herself. Afterwards, she would drink Pure Water to clean her aura, then sneak back into town. Being in Locus was both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, the fact that so much magic was being used by so many people meant that it was very unlikely anyone would notice what she was up to. On the other hand, it meant she got a lot of magical interference, so she had to focus to not get a false positive from her spell. 

She had already cast her search spell 9 times, and she had found nothing 9 times. After months of searching, she was getting more than a little demoralised. Was it possible Crow knew what she was doing and had made countermeasures? Raven had never heard of anyone using Felimie’s method before, but that didn’t mean Crow couldn’t have done so. Shaking her head, she dismissed the thought. She scanned the area around her with her eyes and magic sense, confirming that there was still no one near her. She wasn’t willing to risk getting attacked because she lowered her guard. Once she was satisfied that there was no risk, she began her spell once more. 

Her hands moved fluidly as she shaped the mana. She had cast the spell over a hundred times; at this point, she didn’t even need to think about it. The world was bathed in green, as was a square on the map in front of her. Her vision faded at the edges until all she could see was that tiny square, taking in every detail of the map Felimie had helped her create. It was imbued with magic, acting as a conduit to the very land itself. Without it, the spell would never work at such a large distance. Her most recent attempt was searching an area 10 miles from the city wall. 

Ding.

A ringing sound filled Raven’s ears. Her eyes widened as a black void appeared on the map. The spell was failing. This meant 1 of 2 things. Either 1, Raven had screwed up the spell, or 2, something was actively preventing the spell from reaching part of the world. 

I found you. Raven looked at the vaguely humanoid dot, feeling her blood boil. Slydark, I will avenge you.


Chapter 59: Martial Law

Solon looked out the window, watching as the guards marched down the street. Every 25 minutes, like clockwork, they completed another lap. At first, the rotations had been infrequent because so much of the guard had been press-ganged into joining the royal military, but with so few other jobs available, guilders had quickly moved to fill in the gaps. 

The result was a city that was well protected and absolutely swarming with enforcers. Rising Phoenix itself had 2 whole teams dedicated to maintaining order. Fortunately, while they were at a guilder-friendly inn, they weren’t staying at the guild itself. 

“We need to go after Crow, now,” Raven said. 

“It’s not that simple, Raerae.” 

“Yes, it is.” Raven had wanted to go immediately, but Solon convinced her to talk about it first. Evidently, she didn’t want to have a long conversation. Solon had brought her and Felimie to his room to discuss her findings. 

“Raven, I know you want revenge. But this isn’t a good idea. If Mina was here or we could hire some extra muscle, then I’d go in a heartbeat. But the city is under martial law; if we try to leave, they’ll throw us in jail, or worse.” Solon knew that some guilders were doing their best to be fair in their new role, while others were enjoying the legal right to abuse civilians. He didn’t doubt that, given the proper provocation, some would be more than happy to take a life. “Felimie, could you help Raven stay on Crow’s trail?”

“I’m… not sure,” Felimie said. “The spell only gives the current location. If he moves suddenly and quickly, we could lose track of him.” 

“This is our chance. I’m going,” Raven said. He could see she was determined and wouldn’t be talked out of it. 

“I…” Solon looked out the window again. A pair of guards had a man pinned to the ground. He screamed for help, but none came. “Fine. I’ll come with you, but we leave after nightfall.” Raven crossed her arms. “There’s a reason. It’ll be easier to slip past the guards if we go at night, and no one will have any reason to check on us. If we do this right, we can go, kill Crow, then be back before anyone notices. We won’t get the bounty…” Raven stared at him flatly. “... But this is more important than that.” 

“Fine.”

Felimie raised her hand. Solon pointed at her, indicating that she could speak. He knew that if he didn’t, she’d keep waiting. “What do I do if you don’t come back by morning?”

Solon sighed. It was a practical question, one that needed answering. There was a very real chance this was a trap, although he knew Raven wouldn’t care. If Hayley were still in town, she might have been able to help; without her, they didn’t have a lot of friends in Locus. 

“We can’t risk taking a Message Stone or anything similar; they’re all too easy to track.” In an ideal world, Solon would use them to keep Felimie abreast of the situation, but Crow could track them and discover they’re coming, or the guard could use them to go find them. “The only thing we can do is set a time limit. I’m thinking 2 days. If we’re not back after enough time has gone by… find Angel. Ask her for help. I’m not sure if she’ll be able or willing to help, but she’s our only ally in town.” 

The rest of the day was spent preparing for an expedition without looking like they were preparing for an expedition. They weren’t going far, but Solon wanted to have at least a couple of days' worth of supplies, as well as fresh arrows for Raven. They decided to go to multiple stores, spreading their purchases out throughout the city to cover their tracks. Between the 3 of them, they hoped they’d be able to avoid doing anything that seemed too suspicious. Whether this was necessary, they’d never know for sure. But they didn’t get arrested before nightfall, so Solon took that as a win. 

When the curfew was declared, they returned to their rooms. Raven quickly joined Felimie and Solon. 

“Remember, if anyone comes to the door, we’re busy in another room. Don’t let them come in,” Solon said. Felimie nodded, looking troubled. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to take any pointless risks: if this isn’t safe, we’ll turn back.” 

Raven frowned but didn’t complain. Solon trusted she knew what their priorities were. Felimie pulled him into a kiss. Solon was briefly surprised she was being proactive but soon relaxed into it. When they broke away, she stayed close. “Forever, remember. You're not allowed to die against a druid.” 

“Forever.” Solon pecked her on the lips again. He could hear the first patrol going past outside. “Raven, it’s time. Once those guards are far enough away, we move out.” 

They proceeded towards the window, watching them as subtly as they could. Once they were around the corner, they climbed out. Raven used her wind, leaping from house to house in silence. Solon wasn’t as quiet, needing his chains to help him swing across when the gaps were too big, but there didn’t seem to be anyone around. Knowing where the guards were meant avoiding them was straightforward; it wasn’t long before they reached the city's outer wall. It towered over them, too high for even Raven to jump. 

Solon snaked his chains up the wall, moving them inchmeal to avoid making too much noise. 

“Stop, in the name of King John,” a familiar voice cried out. Turning to the source, Solon saw Angel running around the corner, holding her hammer. More voices were coming from behind her. Evidently, they hadn’t been as stealthy as they thought. “Solon… what are you doing?” 

“Angel, there’s no time to explain, but you need to trust us. We need to leave this city,” Solon said, not stopping his chains. “Please.” 

“I…” Solon was already pulling himself and Raven up. Angel watched them go, paralysed by indecision. She was soon joined by a team of tough-looking adventurers. Solon froze, not risking moving up in case he made a noise. Fortunately, none of them thought to look up. Their fate was entirely in Angel’s hands. 

“Angel, what’s going on?” The largest man asked. “Did you find the curfew breakers?” 

“I…” Angel turned to them. “They went that way. I… tripped.” 

“Let’s go. There’s no time to waste.” The group ran off. As Angel rounded the corner, she cast one last look back at them. Her face was obscured by the dark, so Solon had no way of knowing what she was thinking. He waited another minute, then made his way onto the wall before heading over to the other side. Once there, they ran quickly to make some distance. 

“Angel saved us,” Raven said. 

Solon glanced back, seeing no sign that anyone knew they had left. Angel had brought them the time they needed to get away. “I know.”


Chapter 60: Angel’s Big Night

Angel’s shift ended at 2am. She was exhausted. Since they failed to find the escapee, they had been forced to up the patrol speed, meaning they were charging around all night. But that wasn’t what bothered Angel. What bothered her was that she had no idea what was going on. 

When she got back, she found Sapphire was still awake, reading in the light of a single candle. “Angel, darling, did you have a good night?” 

“Yes,” she answered automatically. She went to the kitchen, pouring herself some water. They didn’t have their magic cooler, so the water was warm. 

“I heard there was some excitement, something about someone breaking curfew,” Sapphire probed. Angel looked at her, letting her exhaustion show. 

“It was ridiculous. We didn’t even see anyone, but we had to run around all night on the off chance we’d find something just because Jenkins said he sensed a mage casting. It was probably just a magic item.” 

Sapphire hummed, making Angel tense. Sapphire always knew when she was lying. “Is that so?” Sapphire slithered towards her. “I—” 


A loud banging came from Sapphire’s bedroom. Angel curled a brow, looking at her aunt. “Do you have a visitor?” 

“I do, but I’m afraid she’s rather shy, so I’ll have to ask you to protect her privacy.” Sapphire held a finger to her lips. 

Angel smirked, pleased to have an excuse to change the topic and genuinely curious. “Aw, now I have to know. Is she a courtier? Did you meet her at the banquet?” 

Sapphire smiled indulgently. “Come now, a girl's got to have some secrets.” 

Angel pouted but didn’t push it. She knew that if the roles were reversed, Sapphire would wheedle her until she found out what she wanted to know. It always drove Angel insane, so she wouldn’t do the same thing, as much as she might want to. But if I happen to see her when she leaves in the morning, that can’t be helped.


Chapter 61: Hunting Crow 

Hiding in a tree, Solon and Raven looked down at their quarry. Crow had made camp in the woods. The camp was brazenly druidic. Lots of care had gone into ensuring that there was no damage to the wildlife, incorporating the trees to form a natural barrier. Interestingly, Raven noticed that he wasn’t camping with druids. His fellow campers were orcs, none of whom had a magical aura. Crow was standing beside a mound of earth that radiated mana, speaking into a Message Stone. Raven could sense a faint magical aura coming from the mound but was unable to glean what it was.

“More guards than I expected,” Solon whispered. If Raven weren't an elf, she wouldn’t have been able to hear him. Solon was right. Although they lacked magic, there were at least 10 guards around the camp, possibly with more elsewhere. “What are they talking about?” 

“They’re Helkiti, the man he’s talking to is Diocese Pur,” Raven whispered directly into his ear. Solon was human, so his hearing was awful. “Crow has something they want. The mound of earth. It’s a weapon…” 

Solon swallowed, staring at the mound. Raven understood why. They had been hoping to find Crow alone. Instead, he seemed to be linked to the army that was currently threatening the nation. This made things much more complex. “I stand by my initial plan. Take the shot, using as little magic as possible,” Solon ordered. 

A sudden surge of mana would risk alerting Crow. Magical animals and monsters often gave themselves away, since few prey creatures could sense mana. Raven pulled back her bow, taking aim. 

It was a simple shot. Crow wasn’t aware of her, so wouldn't move, and the only obstacles were some branches and leaves. She released her arrow, watching it sail through the air. Crow turned, the arrow going right past his face. 

Crow turned to them. “Raven,” he cried, his face lighting up with infuriating joy. “I knew you’d find me. You look so good.” 

Raven shot him again. She knew he would block it, but that didn’t matter. Solon had already moved onto the next step of their plan. While she stayed in the trees, sniping those below, he went down. The soldiers charged at him and got captured for their trouble. He had already set up dozens of traps. 

“Raven, please stop shooting those arrows at me. It’s really rude,” Crow said, never once considering the idea that he was in danger. All around him, his men were dying, but he didn’t show any concern for them; they were just pawns to him. 

“Crow. Fight me,” Raven shouted. Crow rolled his eyes. 

“I’m not going to fight you, Raven. I could never hurt you.” Crow turned his attention to Solon, who was engaged with the surviving orcs. “I’m going to save you.” Solon was too distracted to see Crow’s attack coming; all he needed was a quick touch, and the poison flooded Solon’s body. Back in Flamburg, if there wasn’t a healer nearby, he would have died. 

Solon crumbled just like the last time. Crow stood over him, grinning viciously. “Let him go.” Raven drew back her bowstring to punctuate her threat. Crow was alone; all the orcs had either fled or been killed. 

“So caring, that’s one of the things I love about you,” Crow said. He picked up Solon, who hung limply in his arms. “But Raven, you need to understand that some monsters aren’t worth saving. Besides, Solon’s already poisoned, there’s nothing—”

Chains shot out of Solon’s body, wrapping Crow up like a fly in a spider's web so that only his face was left visible. Solon stepped away from him, smiling smugly. “Did you really think we wouldn’t come up with a counter to your poison?” Raven had spent months researching different poisons and their antidotes before figuring out exactly what Crow’s was. She and Solon had both drunk the potion in advance. 

Crow laughed madly. “Ha, I should’ve known my Raven wouldn’t be so foolish. Well done, Raven, that was very clever.” 

“Your praise means nothing to me.” Raven drew her dagger, ready to end his life. 

“Wait, don’t you want to hear what I’ve been up to?” 


“No.” Raven didn’t care. Nothing he said would stop her from killing him. She stalked forward, the first rays of sunlight glinting off her dagger. “Die.” 

“No. Wait, I—” Raven stabbed him, intent on ending his pathetic babbling. This time she wasn’t going to risk him getting away. She sliced his throat, then stabbed again, severing his spine. He slumped forward, the light leaving his eyes. 

“It’s over,” Solon said. “How do you feel?” 

Raven threw the corpse away in disgust. She had expected that getting her revenge would feel better, but ultimately it didn’t change much. Slydark was still dead. “I’m glad he’s dead,” she said truthfully. At least with him dead, she didn’t have to worry about Mina and Solon getting attacked by her crazy stalker. She felt free in a way she hadn’t for a long time. Something is wrong.

A purple fist the size of a man’s torso shot out of the mound of earth, grabbing Crow’s body and drawing it into the earth. Raven drew her bow, shooting an arrow. A creature burst out of the ground. Its body was disgusting, looking like a series of tentacles squirming into the vague shape of a man. It had no ears but had a dozen eyes, all moving about wildly. Its mouth was perfectly circular and had rows of teeth like a leech. Its eyes winked shut independently as it stood. A tentacle detached from its torso, pulling the arrow out of its hand. It looked at its bleeding palm with interest, the tentacles that made it up wriggling. 

“Thank you, Raven.” The voice was deep and slimy, disgusting to the ear. Alien. But she knew that tone. 

“Crow.”

“In the flesh.” Its mouth spread into a twisted facsimile of a smile. “Thank you. You freed me,” Crow said. “As a mortal, I was doomed to fade away and die. But now I’m something else… something greater.”

“You're a demon,” Solon said. “How? Only Lilith can create demons.” 

Half of Crow’s eyes turned towards Solon’s, while the rest remained fixed on Raven. “A demon. Ha. I suppose one such as yourself would view me as a demon, but you're wrong. You see the truth, don’t you, Raven?”

“All I see is a disgusting monster.” Raven didn’t know what to do. His mana felt as strong as Gorgath’s, and they had only managed to win that fight with lots of help and a magic seal specifically designed to beat him. 

“Hmm, perhaps you have a point.” His appearance changed, light flickering around him as he assumed his normal appearance. “Is this better, my love?” He even changed his voice back. 

“I wasn’t referring to your looks.” 

Crow chortled, throwing his head back in joy. “So witty. But the time for jokes is over. It’s time to save you, Raven.” Too many tentacles to count shot out of his torso. Solon tried to counter with his chains, but he was unnumbered. Raven shot more arrows. This stopped a few tentacles, but more kept coming. “Stop that.” 

Solon cried out in pain. Crow wrapped a tentacle around his neck, hoisting him into the air. “Crow, stop,” Raven said. Crow looked at her curiously. “... Please.” Raven struggled to keep the repulsion out of her voice. 

“Always so merciful,” Crow drawled. Solon stopped moving, hanging limply with Crow’s tentacle around his neck. “Do not fear; he won’t die. Your potions worked; he’s only paralysed.” 

Raven’s mind raced to think of some kind of solution. Solon was out of the fight, and she wasn’t nearly strong enough to take on Crow alone now that he was a demon. Solon was right. We should’ve waited for a better time. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

“You don’t need to be afraid of me, Raven,” Crow said, walking towards her. “I’d never hurt you.” 

Raven looked at Solon, seeing his eyes moving about, looking for something. She hoped he had some kind of plan. “Let Solon go.” 

“I need to save you from him,” Crow said. Raven deliberately didn’t react to his delusions. The longer he spoke, the more time she had to think of a way out of the situation. 

“How did you do… this?” 

Crow smiled indulgently. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? The pinnacle of druidic power: Lilithian magic.” Crow flexed his muscles, the illusion he had cast making him look like a buffer version of himself. “I could do the same thing for you, you know? Then we could be together forever.”

Raven couldn’t imagine anything she would want less. “How? I thought only Lilith could create demons.” 

“That’s true. I couldn’t create a demon; I suspect no one alive can.” Crow was perfectly happy to tell her everything. He didn’t view her as a threat at all. In his mind, they were lovers. “But there are other ways to gain access to their power. I transferred my soul into its body and conquered the spirit of the creature within it. Now, it won’t pursue random destruction. Instead, it’ll be guided by me towards a glorious purpose.” 

Raven wondered if that was strictly true. Crow had retrieved his body; there had to be a reason for that. Was it a potential weakness they could exploit? “What purpose is that?” 

Crow was standing right in front of her now, his eyes focused on her. He was excited, talking faster as he went. “Don’t you see, Raven? With bodies like this, we can fix the world. We won’t be at the mercy of kings who inherited their power or mages with unnatural abilities; everyone will bow to us.”

He stank of death. It suffused him, as if his very core was that of a corpse. “You’d… you’d need to promise not to hurt Solon.” 

“I knew you were still a druid at heart. You do not wish anyone harm, even those with the blackest of souls.” He said it so earnestly, his voice filled with admiration. Apparently, he didn’t see anything wrong with all the people he had hurt, or those he planned to hurt. He dropped Solon, letting him fall bonelessly to the floor; his tentacles disappeared back into his illusionary torso. “Very well, I will spare his life as a gift to you, my love.”

“... thank you.” It made her feel sick to say the words, but she couldn’t risk his ire. Not when Solon’s life was on the line. 

“Don’t worry,” Crow licked his lips, taking a step toward her. “I know how you can repay me.” 

Chains ensnared Crow’s limps, tugging him onto his back. “Raven, run!” Solon was up, holding himself aloft by his chains like a puppet. Raven turned on her heel and fled. She could hear Crow breaking out of Solon’s chains already. 

We have to get away.


Chapter 62: Lumina’s Plan

In theory, the army preparations had begun, although it would make no difference. Mina pretended to go along with the plan, knowing Thane Suji would never even consider listening to anything Mina had to say. Once she had made up her mind, there was no changing it. Mina had only ever seen one person successfully convince her to change her mind: her mother, Lumina. 

In the middle of the night, she snuck over to her mother’s room, rapping her knuckles against the screen door. She opened it silently, still wearing her day clothes. Mina said, “You knew I’d come.” 

“Yes,” Lumina said, stepping aside to let Mina come in. “You made your feelings on the matter quite clear.” 

“War doesn’t benefit us. We’ve been thriving since the bridge was built. Trade has boomed.” Mina had prepared her arguments. 

“I am aware, although conquest could yield greater fruit, particularly if we gain control of Drakesharbour.” Lumina smiled, sitting on a stool. “But I get the feeling that’s not your primary concern.” 

Mina sat across from her, avoiding eye contact. “If we go to war, I won’t be able to go back to Flamburg, maybe for years. If that happens…”

“You're afraid it’ll put a strain on your relationships. You’re correct; absence makes the heart grow fonder, but going no contact can break even the strongest bonds.” Mina felt like a child. A war was coming, and she was worried about her relationships. “I’m not judging you. In truth, I suspect this is at least partially mother's motivation for agreeing to this plan.” 

“You really think she’s that invested in my love life?” 

“My mother has many good traits, but she is very controlling. If she doesn't approve of your choice of paramour, she will take action. She wouldn’t go to war for that alone, but I’m sure she brought you here for a reason, and it wasn’t because she needed you in the army.” Lumina smiled conspiratorially. “Her need for control is a weakness; one we can take advantage of.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Few things in the heavens and earth can make that woman change her mind, but one thing that can is a threat to her family. If she believes that you are in danger, she will act.” Lumina looked more severe than Mina had ever seen her before. “The question is, are they worth it?” 

“I…” Mina swallowed, thinking about Solon and Raven. They had only been dating a short time; she hadn’t even reached her anniversary with Solon. It seemed ridiculous to go against her grandmother over a man so soon. “They are. I love them.” 

Mina didn’t feel any doubt. Lumina put a hand on her cheek, smiling serenely. “Young love, it’s always so emotional.” 

“I… we only said it for the first time recently, and I never said it to Raven…”

“You may not have said it, but you don’t risk your life to stay with someone you don’t love,” Lumina said wisely. Mina agreed.

“What… what do I do?” 

“You leave. Abscond into the night and head for Locus. I’ll tell mother that you went in search of the army to join the fight, then she’ll have no choice but to move our troops to support you.”

“That won’t do anything about Nihil’s forces.”

“There’s nothing we can do about them. They’re too far away, and we have no leverage. Even if we somehow got a message to Queen Saoirse’s ear, I doubt she could act in time. No, our only chance is to use what we have.” Lumina stroked Mina’s hair. “You don’t need to be afraid. The Helkiti are outnumbered and deep in foreign territory. This won’t be a hard battle.”

“What if Thane Suji doesn’t come?” 

“She will,” Lumina said without a trace of doubt. “She’ll be angry, but in the end she’ll come around. Her loyalty belongs to her family, first and foremost.”


Chapter 63: Crow Hunting

Crow watched as Raven and Solon disappeared into the woods dispassionately. Before, he wouldn’t have been able to catch up to Raven. But that was when he was a mere mortal. He could feel his connection with the demon growing stronger by the second. Having to fuse with it early had been inconvenient, but necessary to save his life. His real body was hidden within its writhing chest, his spine severed; he would have died if not for the demon's magic. 

The demon was called Parasite, although he felt the name unfair. It was more like an exoskeleton, one that protected its host no matter what. During Lilith’s reign, it possessed many men, forcing them to fight their friends. Taking control of it wasn’t easy, nor was it without risk. If Raven hadn’t forced his hand, Crow would have spent much more time studying it. 

When he heard Raven had fled Locus, he knew she was coming for him. He had been tempted to run, to delay their meeting further. But he couldn’t stand that; they had already been apart for too long. So, he tried to explain what he was doing to her; that didn’t go as well as he hoped. But in the end, all that mattered was the result. Raven had pushed him to improve himself, as a good wife should, and now he was in control of the demon. 

He leapt into the trees, using his tentacles to swing after them. Solon was lagging behind, his still paralysed body limiting his movements. Finishing him off would be child’s play. Reaching out with a tentacle, Crow prepared to snap his spine. 

Raven blew him back with a gust of wind. He fell with a crash, his head pounding with pain. I should’ve known better than to ignore Raven. Even against an opponent as overwhelming as Crow, she was no coward. Crow picked himself up, standing on a dozen tentacles as he scanned with his new eyes to see where they had gone. The dozen eyes weren’t for show. Parasite’s body could see colours that normal mortals could not, as well as mana. Spotting the fleeing duo, he resumed his pursuit. “Come back, Raven. I’m not mad. I know you wouldn’t have attacked me if you were yourself.” 

Raven responded with an arrow. Crow tried to slap it away; it pierced his tentacle. His control was still imperfect. 

“I feel like you're not taking what’s happened seriously,” Crow said. Raven was deliberately slowing down, letting Solon take the lead. “I did this for us. I’m trying to create a world where we can be happy. Don’t you appreciate that at all?” 

Raven stopped atop a thick branch, turning back to him. Crow joined her, relief filling his chest. She smiled when she saw him; it had been so long since she did that! In fact, he wasn’t sure if she ever had.

Then the chains rattled. Crow noticed a moment too late that he had fallen for a trick. He still wasn’t used to his extra senses, so he failed to notice that Solon had prepared a trap. He tried to avoid the rapidly moving metal but still got several of his tentacles caught. It hurt! He thought he’d be protected from pain. It didn’t hurt earlier when Raven shot him. 

Raven jumped away again. Crow tried to wriggle free, then felt something strange. His chest was falling out. The chest of his real body. He had moved too irresponsibly and left himself exposed. Raven gasped at the sight. She wouldn’t. She shot an arrow at his exposed torso, aiming straight for his heart. Crow thrashed, freeing his tentacles, but he wasn’t fast enough. The arrow embedded itself in his stomach. “Raven, you could have killed me. Be more careful!” 

They were still running. Crow coughed, tasting blood. He pulled the arrow out, using his acid to cauterise the wound. 

“Crow,” Selene’s voice rang through his Message Stone. “Is everything okay, darling? I hear your camp’s been attacked.”

“It’s fine,” Crow said. He resumed his chase. He had lost track of them when he healed himself. He searched with his 12 eyes, scanning in every direction. “I fused with the demon. It worked just like you said it would.” 

“Magnificent. I knew you had it in you.” Crow rolled his eyes. “Now hurry back, we need you here with the main army.” 

Crow growled, irritated that she felt she could give him orders when she was only a mage. A useful mage, but still a mage. Crow couldn’t see them. They had moved faster than he expected, or maybe they were hiding.

“Crow, this is serious. Steelside is moving faster than we anticipated. We need you here.” 

Saving the world isn’t easy. Crow rubbed his neck, feeling the phantom pain from when Raven had stabbed him. He wished he could finish the job, but it wouldn’t make a difference. He had been lying earlier. Solon’s paralysis was only the beginning; he had infected him with demon-empowered poison. He’d be dead within 24 hours, and then Raven would be free. “I’m on my way.”


Chapter 64: General Piyana

Aurora awoke to the sound of shouting, a rarity in the compound. Thane Suji did not tolerate a disorderly house. Climbing out of bed, she saw servants running about, opening doors and shouting. 

“What’s going on?” Aurora demanded of the nearest servant. 

“Ah, Lady Aurora, you need to report to the dining room immediately. Thane Suji wishes to see all members of the household,” the servant said with a quick bow. 

“Why, what’s going on?” 

“Lady Mina has been kidnapped!”

“Huh?” 

Aurora tried to get more information out of the servant, but he had nothing useful to say. He was only a hall boy and seemed flustered to be talking to the heir. Aurora let him go and went to speak with her grandmother. She was in the dining room, eating her breakfast casually, ignoring the chaos going on in the compound. A piece of paper was next to her tray. 

Aurora bowed when she entered. “Thane Suji, I understand that there’s—” A servant rushed past her, almost running into her by accident. “—an issue.” 

“It’s a minor issue. Take a seat; we’ll discuss it when Lumina arrives.” 

Aurora frowned but did as she asked. She knew Piyana wouldn’t say anything until she got her way. Shortly after, Lumina joined them. 

“Oh dear, is something the matter?” Lumina asked, the picture of innocence. 

“Mina has gone missing. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” Piyana asked, her eyes narrowed. 

“Missing. Goodness.” Lumina’s acting was almost perfect; her only flaw was that she sounded too innocent. As if she had no agency. 

“Yes.” Piyana unfolded the piece of paper at her side. “She left a note, explaining that she was moving ahead to join up with the Nexus forces in advance.”

“I see. Well, since that’s where we’re ultimately going, that doesn’t really change anything, does it?” The challenge in her words was blatant. She was daring Piyana to say she had no intention of doing so in front of the servants and risk the secret getting out. 

“Indeed, it doesn’t,” Piyana said, her words measured. “Aurora, prepare the troops. We will ride out as a vanguard ahead of the remainder of the army.” 

“We?” Aurora asked. Surely, she misspoke.

Piyana dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “I have decided to lead the troops personally.”


Chapter 65: Hiding

“He’s gone,” Raven said at last. They were tucked away under a melmoak tree. Raven had identified it on the way to Crow’s camp, and they prepared it as one possible hiding place in case the battle went badly. Its magical aura helped disguise theirs so he couldn’t sense them. 

“Are you sure?” Solon asked. The nook was scarcely big enough for the both of them. 

“I am. He spoke to his ally, Selene. She called him away,” Raven said. She climbed out of the hole. “We need to move.” 

“I-I can’t.” Solon had used his chains to swing away, but his body was still frozen. “We need a healer. I can’t stay like this.” 

“If we return to the city, the guards will arrest us,” Raven said. The situation was bad. If they knew a healer, they might be able to sneak in and get them, but they didn’t. “I could get Felimie. She healed Mina before.” 

“What about me?” Solon asked. “If I try to move, my chains rattling will give me away.” 

“It’s better for you to stay here. Hide until I get back.” 

Solon was unhappy to say the least, but after failing to come up with an alternative plan, he reluctantly agreed. There was no way he’d be able to sneak into the city in his current state. This left Raven with the task of getting in and out of the city again, only this time Solon couldn’t help her. She couldn’t jump the walls, especially not with Felimie. That left her only one option, although Solon was even less pleased with it. 

After sneaking back in and collecting Felimie, she knocked on the door. The door swung open. “Raven, what are you doing here?” Angel asked. She was still wearing her badge, marking her as a member of the guard. 

“Solon is in danger. We need you to help us get out of the city.” 

“I’m confused. Where is Solon?” 

“In a hole in the ground about 9 miles south of here.” Seeing Angel still didn’t understand, she decided to elaborate. “He was paralysed fighting Crow, who’s now a demon.” 

Angel opened her mouth, tilting her head. “We can explain more on the way. Solon needs help now, so are you in or out?” Felimie demanded. 

“I could get into a lot of trouble for this.” Angel looked back into her house. “Give me a minute. I need to grab my hammer.” 

Turns out being a guard came with some perks. Angel walked them to the city gate, then explained to her colleagues that they were on a special mission. Raven didn’t know what that was supposed to mean, but they let them leave without any more questions. 

Solon was exactly where she left him, in a hole next to a tree. “Oh, thank Mene, it’s you guys. I was getting seriously paranoid sitting here; it’s kind of like hanging out in an open grave. And I’m paralysed, so there’s that.” 

Angel and Raven pulled him out of the hole, letting Felimie cast her spells. Felimie said, “It’s demonic magic. I can help, but…”

“What’s wrong?” Solon asked. Raven knew what Felimie had to do; she had brought the Black Grimoire for a reason. 

“It’s Lilithian magic.”


Chapter 66: Felimie’s Spell

“How? I thought we stopped studying… that.” Solon looked at Angel awkwardly. He didn’t want to be rude; she had helped Raven and Felimie leave the city specifically to help him. But there was an order-of-magnitude difference between breaking curfew and using Lilithian magic. 

“We did… then I started again,” Felimie said. She pulled out the Black Grimoire. “I told you before. Lilithian magic has amazing potential to heal people. I’m not willing to turn my back on that.” 

“I…” Solon didn’t know how to feel. On the one hand, Felimie had gone behind his back to do something highly illegal and dangerous. On the other hand, he never forbade her from doing so, nor did he really have the right to do so. It was hypocritical to think she had to do whatever he decided. Considering the spell was going to cure his paralysis, he was also glad. “It’s not like the other healing spell you did, where it hurts you, is it?” 

“It is, but this will work better. That time, we were trapped in a dungeon, so I had no other option. But this time, I have you with me. It’s still theoretical, but I think we can create a positive loop. I’ll draw Lilith’s power out piecemeal, then you can counter it with your Radiant magic. If we do it right, the poison won’t enter my body at all.” 

“And if we do it wrong?” 

“We won’t.” It was refreshing to see Felimie being so decisive. “I promise. I’ve been working on this for weeks with Sofia; this spell is perfect.” 

“... okay.” 

Felimie took control, giving Angel and Raven jobs to help set up the ritual. She drew the circle around Solon’s prone body. Solon tried to read it, but he didn’t understand Lilithian script. He suspected that even if he did, he wouldn’t understand it. There were more runes than any spell he had ever seen before, including the werewolf's ritual during the Mt. Mene incident. When she was done, she flooded the entire thing with mana. 

“Remember, Solon. Release your magic steadily into me, focusing on supporting my spell. We need to work together, or this won’t work.” 

“I understand.” 

“Good. Then let’s begin. Angel, Raven, make sure that nothing interferes, no animals or monsters. Nothing.” 

“On it.” 

“Okay.” 

Solon thought the spell would feel unusual, but he was wrong. It felt familiar, very familiar. It was the exact same feeling as when he helped Mina become a weretiger. The comparison disturbed him, especially as Felimie was involved this time. His instinct was to reject the spell, but Felimie had been very clear that stopping halfway was not a good idea. He had to keep going. 

He felt the spell working, expunging Crow’s demonic power from within his body. First his fingers twitched, then he lifted his arm. “It’s… working.” Felimie’s face was scrunched up in concentration. 

“Release your radiant mana,” she ordered. Solon did as she asked, countering the demonic magic. He could feel it trying to flow into Felimie, forcing him to fight it to ensure she wasn’t affected. “Keep going. We can’t stop until it’s all gone.” 

The last vestiges of the dark power left his body. Solon countered it, and Felimie ended the spell, the runes dimming. 

“See, I told you it would work,” Felimie said. Solon stood up, then his legs buckled. “Woah. Not so fast. The magic is gone, but the damage isn’t reversed. I couldn’t do anything about that.” 


“I have potions,” Raven said. “Check my bag.” 

Felimie gave Solon a potion, letting him drink it. He stretched his leg experimentally; the damage wasn’t too severe. With the potion, he’d be better in an hour or so. “That spell was amazing, Felimie; you actually countered Lilithian magic.”

Felimie smiled. “It’s in my blood. This sort of spell can only be performed by a Manaborn.” 

“I have a question, actually I have like a dozen questions but only 1 that really matters. Does it only work on poison?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“If we were to fight Crow again, could we use it to counter his other abilities?”


Chapter 67: Natsu’s Dilemma 

“Helene, if I may, there’s something I would like to speak with you about,” Natsu said. Helene was overseeing the construction of the temple to Mene. Although their request for the Templars to be allowed entry to the city had been refused, they had ultimately gone ahead and started laying the foundation. Workmen were moving to and fro with big bags of sand and other materials used to make mortar. 

“Natsu, yes, I have a moment. To be honest, I don’t think these guys really need me except for moral support,” Helene said, walking away. “I’m going for a break, okay?” She called. The workmen grunted their ascent, not stopping their labour. “See?” 

Helene walked over to Natsu with a pleasant smile. “Perhaps we should walk and talk; this is a little… delicate.” 

“Oooh, cloak and dagger stuff? Fun!” 

“You're closer than you think,” Natsu said. They wandered through the area that had been damaged in Gorgath’s attack. The reconstruction was going well; everywhere he looked, new buildings were being erected. For the Builders Guild, Gorgath’s attack had been a blessing in disguise; many areas that were once impossible to develop now had free space to build whatever they could get a commission for. “I received orders from King John to send as many men as I can spare to aid the main army against the Helkiti.” 

“That’s unusual. I guess you must have made a good impression on him.”

“He must’ve admired my dedication to Soleil.” Natsu’s conversation with John had been incredibly brief, but he knew that faith could shine through even during a short conversation. “But that’s actually the problem.”

“Huh?” 

“I’m having what you might call a moral dilemma." 

“Oooh! Finally, someone with a complex moral issue.” Helene was giddy; she practically had stars in her eyes. “Um, sorry, things have been boring lately working on construction and stuff. I kind of miss giving spiritual advice. Actually... Why are you asking me?” 

“Yes, well, normally I wouldn’t go to someone of a different faith. But as lord of the Deji, I technically outrank everyone except the person who’s causing me to have this dilemma, so I wasn’t sure who I could speak with and Soleil and Mene are 2 of the goddesses on the best terms so I thought you may be able to help.” 

“So, Lady Cyra is asking you to do something you don’t want to do?” Helene asked. Natsu gasped, surprised she had gleaned so much from what he said. Perhaps he was being too candid. 

“I… yes.”

“And it’s to do with King John giving you the order to send the Deji to war…”

“Right again.” Natsu was starting to get a little creeped out. 

“So, she must have ordered you to break your word. I doubt she’d ask you to commit treason outright; that wouldn’t be wise, so… she’s asking you to pretend you can’t spare the men?” Finally, she got a detail wrong. Natsu was glad. He was beginning to think she was spying on him. 

“No, she just wants me to delay the reinforcements for a couple days. What concerns me is that there’s no reason to do this. The Helkiti are out there now and could attack at any time.” 

“That is weird.” 

“Weird! It’s reckless and could put who knows how many lives at risk. That’s more than just weird,” Natsu ranted, waving his arms about. He stopped when he noticed he had drawn the attention of some of the builders. “Um… hypothetically,” he said quickly, hoping to convince them the conversation wasn’t as serious as it was without having to lie. They stopped staring, so he figured it worked. 

“Did you ask her for a reason?” Helene asked, calm despite his outburst. 

“I did.” 

“What did she say?” 

“She said I didn’t need to know.” It was something he had been told countless times since joining the Deji. Sharing information was a virtue, but some information could be dangerous. Before, he had unflinchingly believed his superiors when they told him that. 

“Do you think she’s right?” Helene asked. Natsu stopped walking, seeing a pair of Deji go past. They were his men. Soon, he’d be leading them into a literal war. 

“... no.” 

“Then I think you know what you need to do.” She had essentially said nothing. Natsu explained his problem to her, then she deflected endlessly while he thought it through as if that was supposed to help him solve the problem all by himself. 

The infuriating thing was that she was right. Natsu prepared an extra-large grin; he knew he was going to need it. “Thank you, Helene. You are very wise.”

“Right! That’s what I keep telling people,” Helene said, hands on her hips. “If more people came to me with their problems, things would be much better.” 

“I’ve got to go.” Natsu had no time to waste. He literally ran back to his office. 

“Okay, I’ll see you later, I guess,” Helene shouted after him. 

Maybe I should’ve said a more proper goodbye. No, don’t get distracted. I need to stay focused on what’s important. Natsu burst into his office, panting for breath. Soleil above, I’m out of shape. That wasn’t even a full mile.

“Lord Natsu, you’re back. Is something the matter?” Margeret asked, jumping up from behind her desk. 

“Tell the commanders to prepare for war and then join me in my office. I have a very important letter to send to Lady Cyra.”


Chapter 68: Angel’s Heart

Angel was travelling with Team Shining Steel again. They had decided to avoid the main roads, afraid that they’d be discovered by an army or attacked by bandits taking advantage of the chaos brought about by the war. So, they travelled through the wilderness, braving the more frequent but less dangerous monsters. 

Angel felt strange. Like she was back in the past, with her mistakes forgotten. She wanted to keep feeling that way for longer, even if it was a lie. Angel knew better than to let herself get lost in a fantasy; that was perhaps the most important lesson Sapphire had taught her. If she wanted a result, she had to work for it; inactivity was scarcely the right answer. 

So, when they bedded down for the night, she made a point to take the first watch alongside Solon. They were in a small copse of trees, relying on them to hide them from any hostile attackers. Solon sat with his back to a boulder, the fire illuminating his face. Angel took a spot beside him. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Solon turned to her, lifting one eyebrow. “What?” 

“I shouldn’t have plotted behind your back. I could lie and say I had no idea Sapphire would screw you over, but I’m not going to. I knew it was a possibility; I didn’t know how or what she would do, but I know what Sapphire’s like, she dick’s everyone up and down. I should’ve seen it coming, and if we’d talked, you would’ve seen it coming, and maybe that’s why I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to get caught between you and my aunt, but that was wrong.” 

“... What?” Angel realised she had said everything without once taking a breath. Solon was staring at her in shock. “I said before, I forgive you.” 

“That’s not enough.” Angel consciously paused, trying to organise her thoughts. “I don’t want to be a distant friend. I don’t want to help you out one last time, then disappear. I want to be a part of the team, a real part of the team.”

“I understand, but—”

“I know I’m too weak. I’ve trained my ass off, but I’m still way weaker than Raven and Mina, and I know that won’t change. But I can be loyal, you said that was the problem.” Angel’s voice wobbled at the reminder of his previous rejection. “And I get why you said that, but I’ve shown I can be loyal. I helped you escape, and then I helped Felimie and Raven get to you. That’s got to count for something, right?” 

“It counts for a lot.” Angel thought he was going to say more. He stared ahead, ruminating. “I don’t want to give you false hope.” 


“Then give me real hope.” Solon snorted. “Look, I messed up. I get that. Trust is slow to come and fast to go, but there’s got to be a limit to that. At some point, you have to forgive me.” Angel realised she was starting to sound bossy. “... Please.”

The light from the fire danced across Solon’s face. He was staring at it, deep in thought. Angel waited patiently this time, getting the feeling he needed some time to process what she had said. The silence was agonising; Angel thought of dozens of things to say, but something stopped her. I need to wait.

“I robbed Shinsui once,” Solon said, his voice little more than a whisper. He was still staring at the fire. “It was after I started staying at his place, but before I figured out chain magic. I got frustrated, and Hayley made it worse.” Solon smiled when he mentioned Hayley, but it soon faded. “I thought he was going to kick me out, so I decided to beat him to it. I knew where he kept his money, so I stole a pile of coins and left. I didn’t get very far before I ran out of money — I wasn’t very good at haggling. Do you know what Shinsui said when he found me?” 

Solon finally turned to her, his expression unreadable. Angel could tell he expected an answer. “I forgive you; come home?” 

“Ha, no. He said that I owed him 530 pieces, and that I had to pay him back with interest. He let me pay him back with chores, since I didn’t have a job. I had to clean the house, tend the garden, and whatever else he could think of. Even then, it took months to pay him off.” 

Solon was smiling again. He really is such a weird guy.

“Do you see what I’m saying?” He didn’t turn to look at her. 

“You want me to give you money?” 

Solon looked at her blandly. “... no. That’s… maybe I didn’t tell it right. The point of the story is that I had to earn back his trust and work to fix the damage I had done. When I paid him that last Crown, he literally never mentioned it again.”

“Okay…” Angel drawled. “So... how do I fix it?” 

“You're already off to a good start,” Solon said, smiling at her. “And I’ll admit, if you help us kill Crow, it would feel pretty petty to stay mad at you. Not many people are willing to go toe-to-toe with a demon.”

Angel swallowed, feeling fresh fear in her chest. She had been deliberately not thinking about what they were going to do. It was thrilling, knowing they were doing something so important, but also absolutely horrifying. Solon stood up, dusting himself off. Angel grabbed his hand, making him turn back to her. “I promise, I’ll stand by you no matter what we come across. So please… let me.” 

“Every last Crown,” Solon said, the light no longer hitting his face. “And afterwards, I never stole again.”


Chapter 69: A Dire Situation

Piyana was furious when she learnt Mina had absconded into the night, but that wasn’t enough to make her abandon her flesh and blood. They set out that very morning. The short notice meant they could only gather 500 soldiers, but with a message to the capital, backup would arrive in time. With any luck, they’d be fighting alongside a force 5,000 strong, with soldiers from Nexus and Nekomi fighting side by side. The Helkiti army would be annihilated. 

They were travelling through Aether Woods, to the north of Drakesharbour, with regular patrols to help them avoid the Helkiti. As things stood, if they were to meet, Aurora had no doubt that it was her force that would be annihilated, so her plan was to retreat at the first sign of enemy movement. At Piyana’s behest, she had also ordered the scouts to capture any adventurers or other people sighted, to avoid spies and hopefully find Mina. Aurora hoped they didn’t find Mina, at least not before she was ready.

When Aurora was called into the main tent in the middle of the night, she was nervous that they had found Mina. Her fears redoubled when Piyana walked in, still wearing her sleep robe. Piyana did not wear casual clothing in public unless it was an emergency so dire she didn’t have the time to change. “Thane Suji,” Aurora said, bowing low. Piyana glared at her. She had been taking her rage out on Aurora ever since Mina fled. 

“Take a seat, Aurora.” Piyana sat in the lord's seat, behind a large desk. It was cheap by their standards, the key requirement being that it could be transported relatively easily. This meant it was still nicer than what any peasant could ever dream of owning, as were the seats. Aurora took her place, lounging back into the padding. “Sit up straight. Don’t show weakness.” 

Aurora did as she asked, bemused. Don’t show weakness in front of your enemies, Aurora mentally finished. Have we been discovered? Perhaps they sent a messenger.

The guards were standing at attention, led by Griefson. A male guard was unusual, but it was Aurora’s decision and she liked Griefson. He knew that fighting wasn’t about being the strongest, but about skill. “Bring them in,” Piyana snapped. Griefson did as she asked silently. 

Aurora calmed when she saw Solon and his party walk in sans Mina. “We’ve been waiting for half an hour. I thought you said this was urgent,” Solon complained. He had bags under his eyes and was visibly dirty. Based on the smell of their body odour, none of them had showered in days. 

They’ve been travelling hard. Why?

“Tell us what you know,” Piyana said. Solon rolled his eyes. He was openly disobedient; perhaps it was because Mina wasn’t around, or maybe he was too tired to put on airs. 

“A demon’s going to attack the royal army. We came to help.” 

Silence. 

The only sound was Solon and his companions' steady breathing. They had already accepted what they were doing and so showed no fear. Piyana was the first to recover. “Tell us everything you know. Now. Don’t omit any details.” 

Aurora couldn’t remember any time that Piyana had listened to a man for so long before. Solon told them of how he had hunted a man named Crow, nearly executing him only for him to fuse with a demon at the last minute. 

“We think Crow might be working with the Helkiti, although we’re not sure how. He was with Helkiti troops; we could tell by their emblems.” 

Piyana steepled her fingers, deep in thought. She said, “We received information that Morshel was attacked en route, but the attacker was never identified beyond that they were Helkiti. She is a strong warrior. It’s possible Crow hid in the woods after assaulting her.” 

“Where is Mina? Shouldn’t she be in this meeting?” Solon asked, looking around. “I thought she was travelling with your army.” 

“Mina is with the human army,” Aurora said. Solon’s expression darkened. 

“Then there’s no time to waste; we need to join up with them immediately if we’re going to have any chance of success.” 

“No,” Piyana said. Aurora turned to her grandmother. 

“Huh?” Solon asked. 

“Aurora, prepare the troops for an immediate withdrawal." Piyana stood up; in her mind, the meeting was over. 

“A withdrawal, what are you talking about?” Solon asked. Piyana ignored him, walking around the desk slowly. Solon grabbed her arm. “We need to go help Mina now. This isn’t the time to be speaking about withdrawals.” Piyana’s lip curled, looking like she wanted to rip Solon’s arm out of its socket. He didn’t back down. “Thane Suji, don’t—” Solon collapsed, his muscles spasming. 

“Never presume to touch me, boy.” Solon grabbed her leg. Piyana freed her leg from Solon’s grip but stopped when she saw Raven’s arrow pointed at her face. “You didn’t take their weapons?” 

“They’re our allies,” Aurora cut in before she could punish Griefson. “Relax, Solon, her paralysis technique is potent, but it will wear off quickly.” 

Piyana’s technique, Ki Shock, was legendary. It only worked against opponents who had low levels of ki; a ki user would naturally resist the effect. But against a mage, it was devastating. She flooded their ki system with her own ki, burning out their own and causing a series of misfires. The result was the complete loss of control of the target's body, leaving them a quivering mess on the floor. 

Chains bloomed from Solon’s body, ensnaring Piyana’s feet. More still reached the ceiling, pulling him up to face her. “Y-you have to come. Sh-she’s your granddaughter.” 

Aurora was impressed he could already speak; most mages took at least 30 seconds to recover. His ki was nothing to speak of, so likely it was his determination that was allowing him to push through, although he was still shaking all over. “I am Thane of Casithe, you are a random man from an inferior nation. Do not presume to give me orders.” 

“Grandmother, he’s right. We can’t abandon Mina,” Aurora said, no longer content to be a mere bystander. The guards were encircling Solon’s companions but weren’t making a move yet for fear Piyana would be caught in the crossfire. Angel drew her hammer. If they ended up fighting, it was obvious that Solon’s team couldn’t win, but that didn’t mean no one would get hurt. Aurora knew the look of a group ready to surrender, and this wasn’t it. 

Piyana turned to her, not freeing her legs. “Mina absconded into the night and joined an army that has no chance of victory. To join her in her struggle would be the height of folly,” she said in Nekomi. 

“Grandmother, please—” Aurora said, switching languages fluidly. 


“This is not a discussion. I will not risk your life and that of our people fighting a war that we cannot win. I know you may hate me for this, but I don’t care. I will do my duty. One life, no matter which, cannot come before that of all those in our service.” 

“We can beat Crow,” Felimie said, her Nekomi shockingly perfect. She had been so quiet until this point that Aurora had forgotten she was there. “I have prepared a ritual. It’s…” Felimie hesitated, seeing she had Piyana’s attention. “... It could depower the demon, allowing us to kill Crow.”

Piyana analysed Felimie’s expression, searching for any hint that she was lying or in any way unsure. Aurora did the same. Trusting her would be one hell of a gamble, especially as they barely knew her. Frankly, Aurora didn’t think she sounded very impressive either. She was a scholar, not a warrior. But seeing the look of determination on her face, she truly believed that she could do it. “We will let you go and forget this… unpleasantness,” Piyana said at last. “But that is all we will do. We cannot send our army into battle on the vague promise that you can somehow do what no one else has ever achieved before.”


Chapter 70: Aurora’s Ultimatum

Piyana stood in the centre of her tent. It was opulent, but already half-way packed; she let her worker bees fly around her, doing all the packing. They needed to break camp. Solon had only left a few minutes ago; the guards escorting him out before he could cause anymore chaos. 

Aurora burst into Piyana’s tent. She ignored everyone, storming over to her grandmother. “How could you?” 

“I’ve already explained my reasoning. I do not care to repeat myself,” Piyana said. 

“After everything you’ve said about how families need to stick together, how we protect each other, you abandon Mina at the first opportunity. It’s pathetic.” 

Piyana rolled her eyes. “You're being intentionally dense. There’s nothing we can do.” 

“We can try.” 

“We would be risking extinguishing the family line entirely.”

“That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” Aurora laughed bitterly. “All of this talk about honour and family, it’s just your ego, isn’t it? You really don’t care about us at all. All you care about is that the family you are oh so proud of continues the way it always has. The way you think it should be.”

Piyana narrowed her eyes minutely. “Leave. Now.” The soldiers started edging towards the door. 

“I won’t. Nor will anyone else.” The soldiers froze, waiting. Aurora met Piyana’s eyeline without fear. Piyana had never seen her granddaughter look like this before. She had always had a laissez-faire attitude, taking her duties as heir for granted. She wasn’t a bad heir per se, but she never had the gravitas Thanes needed. It was irritating that the first time she lived up to her role, she was doing so in direct defiance of her duties. “I’m going to aid Mina, and so unless you want 2 dead granddaughters, you’ll let me bring the army.” 

“You don’t want to do this.” Aurora ignored the implied threat. 

“I do.” 

“Guards. It appears my granddaughter has temporarily taken leave of her senses; seize her.” There were enough guards. Griefson may be a man, but he was competent. If he led them, they could capture Aurora. Yet, no one moved. Aurora took out her sword; the ringing of the blade against the scabbard was impossibly loud. She flipped it, catching it by the blade and pointing it at her own neck, offering the handle to Piyana. 

“There’re only 2 choices in front of you. Either you kill me, or I go after Mina.” Piyana glanced at the handle of the sword. She’d killed before. She had killed family before. When her foolish cousin, Miririana, attempted an ill-fated coup, she had been left with no choice. 

She had always feared that Mina and Aurora would repeat the mistakes of history, weakening the house. Ensuring they understood their roles had been paramount. This took 2 forms. The first was ensuring that Mina knew her place: second place. She never left any doubt in Mina’s mind who the superior was, crushing any signs of rebellion brutally. Perhaps that was why Mina had ended up so weak as to fall thrall to a mere human. Perhaps she was naturally weak. Piyana supposed that she would never know. 

Meanwhile, she raised Aurora to be benevolent, something Piyana knew she had never been. Her treatment of Miririana had no doubt been a major contributor to her decision to rebel. She had thought this goal had been a pure success, but she had never accounted for the possibility that Aurora might grow to love her cousin. A good Thane cares for their family but knows that they are ultimately expendable. To love anyone is to embrace weakness. 

If Piyana were to follow her own advice, she would take the sword. She didn’t have to kill Aurora; the ultimatum was, as usual, not a true one. She could wound her, then force the guards to act. They were waiting to see who would win. 

Piyana took the sword. She threw it away. It snapped against the ground like a twig. Aurora looked at her in shock. Piyana sneered at her, turning her attention to the guards. “Tell the troops there are new orders. We are joining the human forces.”

“Thank you, Grandmother. I’m—”

Piyana raised a hand, cutting her off. “Prepare my armour. If my women are going to fight a hopeless battle, then I’m going to lead them personally.” 

“I…” Aurora stopped, knowing there was no winning this argument. “Yes, Thane Suji.” 

Love is always a weakness.


Chapter 71: To Death 

Pur felt the familiar feeling of tears running down his cheeks. It was time for the battle to begin. They had moved under the cover of darkness, freezing a section of the river for them to walk over. They hoped to catch the Nexus army off guard and therefore minimise casualties on their side. The men were ready, covered in battle paint designed to resemble Gai’s ghoulish features and carrying their curved blades and halberds. Despite this, few members of the legion looked very threatening. They were the Unworthy, the old and the weak, those unsuitable for a prolonged war. 

All that was left was to give them the traditional blessing. 

“You will all die,” Pur said. It was how he began all his blessings. “If not today, then someday. This is the cruel fate of all mortals, thrust upon us by the goddesses. We alone are the anointed.” As he said this part, junior priests splashed the troops with oil. “We alone can break the cycle. Gai has been trapped in his own body for countless millennia, unable to free himself for as long as sentient life has walked on him. He fights, but he is doomed to fail. The goddesses outnumber him. That is why we, the sympathetic few, must help him be rid of his curse. We will cleanse this land, and every other land; only then will we rest.”

Pur hated death. He knew being dead was not suffering; the afterlife was a joyful place. It was the act of dying that he abhorred. He so wished to bring an end to it, to create a world without death. The only way to do this was to create a world without life. That was the vision of Gai, the only god. He had been made to suffer for his vision, betrayed by those he loved the most, who took away his most basic right: that of mastery of his own body. 

Pur understood why others resisted. It was in their nature to strive to live, to want to continue. People invariably felt this way. Once they were dead, they would understand that their clinging to life was futile, that death was not something to fear, even if dying was unpleasant. His men already understood that. They were, in a sense, already dead. They knew this would be their final battle. 

The oiled men stared back at him, unflinching in the face of death. “To Gai’s freedom!” 

Thousands of voices chanted his words back at him. The roar was deafening. Diocese Pur cast his spell; the oil sank into their bodies. Their skin regained its lustre, and their muscles swelled. Fury filled their eyes as they suddenly grew larger. Their voices dropped, joined by the banging of a drum. It was time for the vanguard to move in. 

“To death!”


Chapter 72: General Steelside 

“Ladies, please calm down. We don’t need to do anything,” Steelside explained, for what felt like the hundredth time. 

Steelside was in his war tent with his lieutenants: Mina, Hayley, and Natsu. Steelside firmly believed that the key to success was keeping a cool head and sticking to the plan. People often panicked about small adjustments. Morshel’s reinforcements not arriving had been one such adjustment, inconvenient, but with the Deji troops on their way it had already been resolved. Steelside took the army north to meet them halfway. Natsu did not seem a competent general, but it wouldn’t matter. 

Then Mina arrived. She had come with a message explaining that the Nekomi force was to be delayed. Again, inconvenient but nothing to be overly concerned about. 

“But the scouts still haven’t returned. The Helkiti must have discovered them,” Hayley said. 

“Yes, that tends to happen in wars. We’ll send out more scouts later to confirm what happened.” 

“What if they die too?” 

“Then we’ll adjust the way we’re scouting. They’re clearly going too close to the enemy if they’re being killed,” Steelside said. “Mina, when did you say your troops would be arriving again?” 

“They are making the best time they can, but regrettably there have been several delays,” Mina lied. Steelside frowned; it seemed that Mina was plotting something. He hoped it worked to his benefit. 

Tactics are useful, but ultimately numbers are the most important thing in a war. Without the Nekomi, Nexus’ forces numbered 2,500 men, including the Deji. The current estimates for the Helkiti force were 2000 strong. This was not a sufficiently large difference to ensure victory. So Steelside dug in; he created a secure camp and awaited an attack. They were located near Mt. Mene, uphill from the enemy, with the mountain's cliff guarding their western flank. They had cleared the nearby monsters and were confident enough that none would come down from the cliffs. The strength of his defences would be enough to ensure victory if they were foolish enough to attack. He hoped. 

“General Steelside, sir, I have a report,” a page cried, rushing into the room. “The enemy has been sighted at the bottom of the hill. An attack is imminent.” 

Steelside stood up slowly, cracking his neck. He walked out of his tent, taking a pair of binoculars offered to him by the page. Looking out into the distance, he located the enemy force. “Prepare a shield wall and have the mages ready. It’s time for battle.” 

When the first wave arrived, a shield wall had been prepared, lined up with the palisades, and mages, archers, and other missile users were positioned safely behind it. It was a standard but robust defence, Steelside’s preference. 

The Helkiti were famously disorganised, charging without formation into the shield wall. This had meant that the volleys of missiles took out comparatively few attackers, but it also meant even fewer reached the shield wall. Those who did were instantly cut down by the well-organised defenders. It’s too easy. The Helkiti were famously callous with their own troops. They considered dying in battle to be a sacred duty, so their men would march to certain death. But this was beyond belief. For them to allow their men to be cut down with so little chance of success was excessive. 

“General, let me go out there, I can—” Hayley began. 

“No.” Steelside was watching the shield wall from his position at the back. He was on a hill, giving him an elevated view of the battle. “Long distance attacks only. We don’t deploy high-level mages until they do, otherwise we run the risk of losing you early on to a stray arrow.” It was more common than people thought. It was part of the reason adventurers weren’t as useful as one might think in a war. They’d charge in, thinking it was like a regular fight, then find themselves faced with a sky full of arrows, sometimes from their own side if they failed to tell anyone what they were doing.  

Steelside glanced at Mina, seeing she was getting antsy. He had elected to keep her back, not wanting to risk the ire of Thane Suji by getting her granddaughter killed unnecessarily. Natsu was acting as the front-line lieutenant instead, standing a few rows back from the shield wall. Already, he had pushed forward too much, putting himself in harm's way. 

How did I end up with these 3 as my lieutenants?

“Perhaps if I went down there, I could help in some way,” Mina offered. 

“Stick to the plan,” Steelside said, looking through the binoculars again. He could see that the bulk of the enemy's forces still hadn’t moved. They were staying back, out of sniping distance, watching their brothers-in-arms get cut down. Repulsive.

A more nervous general would have moved his soldiers down to meet them. It was a tempting idea. But General Steelside was not one to be baited so easily. He held firm, sticking to his plan. All I need to do is endure until the Nekomi forces arrive. The plan was simple, but something about it felt wrong. Steelside looked at Hayley. “I have something for you to do.”


Chapter 73: The View from Above 

Pur never fought directly. It wasn’t because he was bad at it; if he wished to, he was confident he could do more damage than most. But a diocese’s life was too valuable to risk on the front lines, no matter how he felt. That wasn’t to say he never would fight. He longed for the day he would be sent forward, when he would be released from the burden of leadership. 

Not yet. The corpses of the Unworthy were piled high. He had sent hundreds of men to certain death. They had failed to crack open the shield wall. Exactly as he had planned. “Send in the Worthy,” he ordered his flag bearer. He repeated the order, and the Worthy charged. Then he activated the spell he had cast on the Unworthy, igniting their bodies. A series of explosions tore Nexus’ front line to pieces; the formerly impenetrable shield wall smashed wide open. The Worthy moved swiftly, wedging themselves into the gaps created by the explosions before the humans could regain their bearings. 

He heard the low screams of his men dying, but not from the front line. Turning, he saw a group of highly powerful mages cutting their way through his outer defences. It seemed Steelside had made his move, sending his elite to kill Pur. It wasn’t a bad idea; if you kill a caster, their spells almost always stop. If you kill an enemy general, you crush his army’s morale. 

Pur raised his staff, slamming the butt into the ground. He conjured a wave of oil; it rose like a tsunami as it rushed towards the battle mages. Pur recognised the leader; his spies had warned him about Hayley. She responded as he predicted, electricity igniting the wave into a mighty blaze. Fool.

A wall of oil was a problem; a wall of burning oil was Gai’s wrath given form. 

Her allies rushed to attempt their own counters, raising walls of earth and water. Neither would have any meaningful effect; Pur’s control of his spell was too strong. The wave overtook her. Pur closed his eyes, muttering a prayer for the souls of the mages he had killed. “Forgive them, Gai, for they were only following their instincts.”

He heard a whoosh of wind. He raised his staff, blocking a blow that would have crushed his skull. The staff cracked, and his control of his magic waned. A Nekomi was upon him, her lips spread in a crazed smile. They were a diversion. When Hayley attacked, his guards moved to intervene; this left the flank weakened, allowing the assassin to slip through. Pur knew this woman. “Mina Suji, so you decided to fight.” Pur fell back a step, trusting his men to hold off Hayley and the others. Already, soldiers were moving in to support him. “It is a shame you are on the wrong side.” 

“The wrong side.” Mina kept up her assault; a few soldiers tried to intervene but were hit by a bolt of lightning. Hayley was being held at bay, but she wasn’t out of the fight. “You and your ilk seek the end of all life.” 

“That is true.” Pur never made any secret of his goals. He let oil pool around him on the ground, turning the earth into a slippery sludge. Pur was used to fighting this way; he slid away from her while she struggled to move. 

Then she blurred. Exactly as planned. Pur let her hit him, feeling beautiful pain in his gut. His spell activated, oil spraying out all over her. “Huh—”

“Burn.” Her screams of pain were bone-chilling. He so hated having to do this to another, but she could not be allowed to live. She was far too dangerous. “Gai’s will must be done. May your soul be at peace.” 

Her burning fist collided with his face. Pur cried out in shock as he was lifted off his feet by the force of the blow. He had never been hit so hard in his life. Rolling across the floor, he tried to get up, groaning in pain. He couldn’t move. “I won’t die so easily, bastard.”

She stalked forward like a revenant, the flames still burning but her will unbroken. Pur’s men stood frozen; none had the will to take her on. Pur turned, seeing that his flank was collapsing under the threat of Hayley’s assault. It was over. He had been defeated. 

Pur felt relief washing over him. For the first time in so long, he felt truly at peace. He didn’t have to kill anyone else. “Do it, kill me. My part is over; it’s time for me to receive my reward.” 

Mina towered over him, the flames putting themselves out. Her skin was red and covered in ash, but the injuries were largely superficial. “You won’t be rewarded.” She drew her sword, ready for the coup de grâce. Pur closed his eyes. He knew he would be. He had obeyed his god obediently, never once questioning actions, even those he felt were vile. 

Take me, Gai. I am your humble servant.

The sword sliced through his neck, and Pur’s suffering came to an end.


Chapter 74: Holy War 

Natsu dug his spear into the heart of a man, watching him fall to the ground. His spear then shrank; its magic allowed him to fight effectively despite being so far from the front of the shield wall. “Get the body away.” 

General Steelside had sent mages to deal with the exploding corpses. Earth mages to bury them, wind mages to push them away, and others who could block the flames. The solution was working well, but regrettably there wasn’t enough. Natsu was in shock at how many people were willing to throw themselves onto his spear in the hope that their death would cause more death. He knew the Helkiti were insane, but this was ridiculous! 

The body glowed. It was still too close. Natsu pulled his men back by the collars of their armour, bracing for the inevitable explosion. He squeezed his eyes shut. Then… nothing. Daring to open his eyes, he saw that the explosion hadn’t occurred. More than that, the attackers looked different. Smaller. As if they had suddenly aged several years, losing their muscles. 

One tried to attack. He was cut down with a gurgled cry. Another stopped, hesitating. We’re winning. Natsu moved forward, stabbing the enemy combatant. He tried to counter, but Natsu elongated his spear, killing him. “Press the advantage,” a shout came. 

Was it an order? Or merely the excited cries of a man who suddenly realised they were winning. Whatever it was, everyone was more than happy to obey. The shield wall moved forward for the first time, attacking the weakened enemy with spears and swords. Cries came out, but no explosions followed. Their magic had failed. 

A normal army would have fled at this point, but the Helkiti were anything but normal. A war cry filled the air. Natsu didn’t understand Helspeak, but he knew this word. Death. The Helkiti charged again, mania filling their eyes as they practically threw themselves into the spears of the shield wall. 

Bodies piled up rapidly; the relentless onslaught continued without end. Natsu watched in horror as men and women let themselves be killed en masse, their only desire to inflict as much harm as they could before they themselves were killed. Did they not wish to flee? They could retreat or surrender, yet the idea never seemed to occur to them. All they wanted was to cause as much destruction as they could. 

Natsu felt sick, but not because he couldn’t understand them. What made him feel sick was that he did. They were fighting for their god. He was an evil god, but even so, they were devoted to him. They knew they would be rewarded in the afterlife, so why should they be afraid? In a way, Natsu believed the exact same thing. If he died, he trusted that Soleil would care for his soul. If Soleil were to order him to do what these men were doing, killing themselves and others for no other reason than because she ordered it, would he do the same? 

Natsu thrust his spear out, ending the life of another enemy. He already knew the answer.


Chapter 75: Fresh Hell

Hayley had achieved her goal; Pur was dead. There was no reason to stay embedded in the enemy camp any longer. The Helkiti disagreed. They had encircled her and her elite unit, forcing them to fight to try to break free. Mina had managed to join up with them, which meant they could at least focus on an organised retreat. There was no way she was leaving Solon’s girlfriend behind. 

Even so, the battle was going in their favour. The main army was moving forward, pushing the Helkiti back with the shield wall. All they had to do was make a decent-sized opening, and they’d be home free. Hayley knew they could win. The only real threat left was the lieutenant who was harassing them, Gur. With Pur dead, he was giving orders to his men. They were reckless in their assault, unconcerned by their heavy casualties. Even so, Hayley believed that they could win. 

Then it arrived. 

A giant mass of tentacles and fury ploughed into the main army, breaking through the shield wall like a knife through cheap fishnet stockings. Even the Helkiti stopped to watch in horrified awe as it tore men limb from limb, covering the hillside in blood and visceral. Hayley knew this demon by reputation.

Parasite. 

A loud horn sounded, and the Helkiti retreated. Parasite let them. 

It’s on their side. Hayley had no time to ponder this new information. Steelside had joined the fight, personally challenging the demon to buy the army time. He wouldn’t be enough. This was a creature that was as strong as Gorgath; no one could ever hope to face it alone and survive. What do we do?

Hayley’s orders were to return after killing Pur and rejoin the main offensive. But that was when they were fighting an army. Fighting a demon was something else entirely. Should she retreat? Steelside might buy them enough time to get away. If she organised a proper rearguard, the losses could be minimised. 

Mina made a beeline for Parasite. Hayley grabbed her by the arm. “What are you doing? We need to organise a retreat.” 

Mina smiled. There was a demon on the battlefield, and she was smiling. “Protect your people; that is your duty. But my role in this is different.”

“Are you stupid? We beat Gorgath because we had a magic seal, but you remember what happened before that, right? He tore you apart. And that’s Parasite; it never lost a fight.” 

“Perhaps I am a fool.” Mina looked thoughtful. “But if we lose here, then the Helkiti will ravage this country.” 

“If we die here, they’ll do it anyway.” 

“That’s true. But I don’t think we’re going to die.” 

“Why not?”

“Because Solon is coming.”


Chapter 76: Stalling Parasite 

Mina could sense Solon. It made no sense, as his ki was too weak to be noticeable over a large distance. But for whatever reason, ever since she first transformed, she had been able to sense him. It was subtle, not even enough to point him out, but even when he was miles away, she still had a vague awareness of him. When she had gone to Casithe, that awareness had faded, but during the battle it reasserted itself. Solon was coming to her, and fast. 

Solon would be able to sense Parasite, so if he was coming, it meant he had a plan. Solon always had a plan. 

That’s why Mina knew she had to buy him time to arrive. The army was in disarray, but there were still dozens of mages and ki users helping Steelside take on Parasite. Mina knew that if she tried to join the fight without a proper plan, she would be taken out. But she had a feeling she already had everything she needed. The strange connection to Solon was like a string, tethering them together. He could push his mana down that string, into her body to trigger her transformation. Ultimately, he controlled when he pushed mana. As a ki user, her mana was near non-existent, and she couldn’t control it either. 

But she could sense the string. And if a string could be used to push, then she could give it a pull, even if only a weak one. She focused, trying to manipulate the string. At first, nothing. Then she felt it. 

It was intoxicating. Power flooded into her; her body changed and grew as mana flowed into her. She took off running, letting the transformation run its course as she moved. There was no time to waste; they needed her help.

Parasite was fighting a dozen soldiers at once, including Steelside. Despite this, he had every last one of them on the back foot. Only Steelside was able to hold his ground. He had created a shield and sword that only a giant could wield. He looked ridiculous, swinging his oversized weapon around, yet somehow, he moved without hindrance, moving the building-sized weapon like it was weightless. 

Parasite had tried to ensnare it with a pair of tentacles, only to have them cut off. 2 more went for the shield and got crushed against the ground. Steelside was doing real damage, but Parasite kept coming at him relentlessly. His tentacles were endless; it didn’t matter how many got cut, he always grew more. 

Beside him, Natsu had joined the fight. The man was many things, but he was brave. He stabbed Parasite with his spear and got a tentacle around his neck for his trouble. He grabbed the appendage, his face turning red as he struggled. Mina Ki Stepped, cutting through the tentacle with her claws. Parasite screeched, the sound like nails on a chalkboard. Trained soldiers gripped their ears, crying out in pain. 

Parasite took advantage of this, crushing a dozen men's necks simultaneously. Then something unexpected happened. The tentacles parted, and Mina saw who was inside Parasite. “Crow. What have you done to yourself?”

“Mina,” Crow said, his voice deep and croaky. There was a scar on his neck that wasn’t there before. Tiny tendrils were rolling over his face, leaving a viscous slime in their wake. “It’s pretty gnarly, isn’t it? My neck, I mean. Don’t worry, you can stare. Solon did this to me.” Half a dozen limbs shot toward her. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you.” 

Mina ki stepped to dodge. When she landed, Crow was already upon her. She caught 2 tentacles, which left 4 to grab her arms and lift her off her feet. A pair of rock-hard tentacles tried to pierce her neck. Concentrating her ki, she strengthened the spot, enduring the attack. He slammed her into the floor, knocking the air out of her lungs. A cutting sound confirmed that Steelside had intervened, freeing her. “We need to kill the mage inside. Without a host, Parasite is weak,” he said. 

A lightning bolt cracked through the air. Crow screamed even louder than the last time, his monstrous visage steaming. The tendrils covered his body again, obscuring him from view. “I’ve stunned him; attack him now!” Hayley shouted. 

Mina’s ears felt like they were bleeding, but she pushed past it. She raced forward on all fours, Steelside charging alongside her. “I’ll go high, you go low,” he said. 

There was no time for a detailed plan. Mina dropped, kicking his “legs” out from under him. Tentacles wrapped around her calves, snaking their way up her legs. Mina cut them off. At the same time, Steelside’s blade dug into Crow’s side, but it stopped halfway. Sneaking a peek up, Mina saw the giant blade was wrapped up in a dozen tentacles. Crow said, “Did you really think that would beat me? I’m in control of a demon.”

He ripped Steelside’s blade away, throwing it into the distance. Steelside tried a shield bash, but the result was the same. His tentacles shot at Steelside, taking on a shiny, metallic appearance. Mina moved to help him but stopped. He wasn’t afraid. She stopped, just in time for another bolt of lightning to hit Crow. 

“Now.” Steelside conjured a fresh sword, this one even more ridiculously oversized. Mina followed his lead, ripping away the tendrils that served as Crow’s armour to expose his thin body within. His naked body looked emaciated and weak, the strange viscous fluid dripping from him sickeningly. Steelside’s sword fell. Crow gasped as he was cut from his right shoulder down to his left leg. 

He fell, the tentacles spasming on the floor like a dying bug. “We won.” 

“No.” Steelside’s expression was dark. “We just made him angry.” 

The tentacles encased Crow as he released another deafening scream. Mina Ki Stepped away but messed up the landing. It felt like the whole world was spinning. Her instincts screamed at her to escape. She Ki Stepped again, unable to aim. She was vindicated when half a dozen tentacles stabbed the area where she had been standing. Steelside wasn’t fast enough. 

He blocked. It didn’t matter. The tentacles snapped his sword like a toothpick, continuing through it into his body. He slumped; his legs, arms, and torso were filled with holes. 

Natsu rammed his spear into Crow’s back. Crow hissed with pain, his tentacles flailing. Natsu’s spear went flying, with one hand still gripping it. He fell to the ground, screaming in agony as his severed arm bled profusely. 

“You see. I’m always trying to be nice,” Crow said. The tentacles stood him up in a bizarre facsimile of a man, a sickening suction sound ringing out as he lifted himself upright. They threaded themselves through the two halves of his body, stitching them together like pieces of fabric. “Do you think I enjoy doing this? I do it because I have to. All of you… you cause so much destruction. So much death.” He turned to Mina, baring his bloody teeth at her. “We’re going to fix this broken world; soon Raven will understand. But first, I need to save her from Solon… and you.” 

Mina was terrified. Logic dictated that she flee or beg for forgiveness. She Ki Stepped forward, delivering an uppercut that snapped his neck back. She felt his bone break. Tendrils grabbed her arms. “Cur, unhand me!”

“I’ll save Raven as many times as I have to. You wouldn’t understand; you’ve never been in love.” 

“Stop!” Hayley’s hand crackled with electricity, pointing it straight at Crow. “Or else.” 

“If you fire that, it’ll hit her too. If you're going to bluff, try to make it convincing,” Crow said. Hayley smirked. 

“I’m not trying to bluff... I’m trying to stall.”

“What—” An arrow pierced Crow’s torso, robbing him of his breath. 3 more soon followed, turning him into a pincushion. Mina used the brief opening to free herself. Already, the tentacles were pulling the arrows out and filling the holes with tendrils. His skin was turning an unhealthy purple wherever they healed him. He tried to grab Mina, but he hadn’t noticed there were chains attached to the arrows. They ensnared his body, pulling him off his feet. Mina looked past him, confirming what she felt. 

They had arrived.


Chapter 77: Defeating Crow

The battlefield was in chaos. Everywhere Hayley looked, she saw the bodies of her allies. People she had trained with. Fought with. All of them were dead. Cut down by Crow without a second thought. Even Steelside had proved no match for him. 

What did Solon think he’d be able to do? 

Solon’s team was powerful, but they were nothing compared to Steelside. They were all wearing heavy chainmail, but what was the point? Solon’s metal wasn’t strong enough to resist an attack from a demon. “Solon, you have to run. I’ll hold him back.” Hayley knew she was making the right decision. This was what Shinsui did: saving her from a demon. It was only right that she went out the same way. This is how I pay him back.

Solon was trying to combat the tentacles with his chains but was getting overwhelmed. Raven’s arrows were being absorbed by tentacles, never able to hit anything vital. She wouldn’t do enough damage to put the demon down. Angel was using her flamethrower, which was as useful as one would expect; not at all. 

Solon smiled, calling out to her, “Hayley, help us. We can win.” When she trained with Solon, he had been weak. His magic was generic, and he was scared all the time. The sort of guy destined to be a rank-and-file soldier. Necessary for the world, but he was not destined for greatness like her. So why was he so sure of himself, while she was terrified? 

Hayley didn’t understand it. She couldn’t understand it. There was no world where she was the helpless bystander and Solon was the great hero. Even after fighting for so long, she still had more mana than he could ever dream of. Why is he so confident?

His team was too. They fought together like a well-oiled machine. Every time one of them was in danger, another would step in and save them. They made openings for each other, letting them whittle away at Crow’s defences. Solon gave the occasional order, yet even without them it seemed like everyone knew what they needed to do, and how they needed to do it. 

Hayley refused to be an observer. If Solon’s team of weaklings could fight, then so could she. She activated her magic, letting the electricity flow over her, enhancing her reflexes as she charged forward. It was safer attacking from a distance, but also slower. 

Before she arrived, Solon changed tactics, creating a squad of chainmen like he had used against her. Each one fought independently, supporting his teammates. Hayley didn’t know which one he was in; some even had chains connected to the demon. He can resist my attacks. Hayley still had no idea how he did it; it didn’t matter. If he could do it once, then he’d do it again. Solon knew how to keep himself safe. 

Hayley used a palm strike loaded with enough electricity to kill a rhino. Crow screamed; it was high-pitched and painful to listen to… but not as bad as before. She felt wind around her ears, muffling the noise. Raven.

Hayley pressed her advantage, striking where his knees should be and knocking him to the floor. Angel joined in, piling on damage with her fire bracelet. Crow sprayed a thick goo in every direction, but Raven blocked it with a burst of concentrated air, giving Hayley a chance to escape. 

One of Solon’s chainmail men was running at her. She let it, encasing her in the cold metal. “Hayley, can you hear me?” A strange metallic voice said. “It’s me, Solon. Don’t respond. We can’t risk Crow overhearing the plan.” 

Solon walked her through the plan as she fought. Impressively, the chainmail didn’t hinder her movement or her magic, letting the lightning flow through it benignly. It did have the minor effect of coating her with electricity, but if she got hit, this would be an advantage as it’d hurt Crow. Regrettably, Hayley was less impressed with his plan. 

He thought he could remove a demon’s powers. Hayley had never heard something so ridiculous before; dozens of people had tried, and they had all been killed. Hayley wished she had a viable alternative, but she didn’t. Crow was too fast to get away. And fighting him, it was becoming increasingly clear they couldn’t do any lasting damage. Even attacks that should have killed a man only slowed him down. 

“It’s important that he doesn’t realise what we’re up to. If he does, he’ll avoid the ritual,” the metallic voice said. 

“Hayley, hit him hard,” Solon shouted. Hayley obeyed the shouted command, blasting him with as much lightning as she could. Like before, it only stunned him for a moment. They capitalised on the moment, hitting him with everything they could. None of the attacks did any real damage. 

Crow screamed again, but Raven was still countering it. Seeing he couldn’t fight them all at the same time, Crow changed tactics. He turned to one of the chainmen, his diseased, damaged face showing pure malice. “I’m going to save you, Raven. Right now.” 

The chainman started to flee. How Crow picked that one, Hayley didn’t know. But he chased it doggedly, ignoring the others when they tried to intervene. “Slow him down, but don’t risk him attacking you. This is all part of the plan.” 

Solon’s chainmen tried to intervene but were swatted aside like flies. Hayley charged her attack, shooting Crow in the back. He fell but quickly recovered, “running” forward on his tentacles like an octopus. One of the chainmen was fleeing. It’s Solon. Solon was running as fast as he could, but he wasn’t going to get away. Crow was too fast. They couldn’t stop him. His tentacles stabbed through the air, aimed at Solon’s legs. 

Angel took the hit. She gasped as blood flowed out of her leg, dropping to the floor. “Help Angel,” the metal voice said. Hayley was already running. “Don’t worry about me. Cauterise her wound, or she’ll bleed out.”


Chapter 78: Fallen Angel 

Angel was bleeding a lot. She took the blow without thinking. She knew Solon was in danger, and that if he didn’t make it, they’d all die. She acted. Seeing the massive hole in her thigh, she wished she had come up with a better plan. 

Hayley appeared. When did she get so close? Angel had been sure that she was further away. Time seemed to be moving strangely. She had heard once that time would slow down close to death. She hoped that wasn’t what was happening. She felt lightheaded and weak. She absentmindedly noted that it didn’t hurt as much as she expected. After the initial shock, it reduced to a dull pain. 

I feel so weak.

Hayley was saying something. She had her hands on her thigh hole; shouting. Angel couldn’t focus on what she was saying. She looked up, wondering if Solon was safe. If he lived; if they won, then it would be worth it. I can live with it. 

Angel laughed at her mental joke. Why was Hayley yelling at her again? Hayley ripped her bracelet away from her; it had been her only weapon. Not that she needed it anymore. She didn’t have the strength to fight. It was a shame she couldn’t use her hammer. If she had her hammer, she might have been able to do some real damage. 

Angel laughed bitterly at that thought. Even after everything had happened, she was still so weak. Still so reliant on borrowed power. It wasn’t surprising that in her first fight without it she got herself killed. 

Hayley held her hand over her wound, a stream of fire blooming. Angel screamed, then everything went black.


Chapter 79: Felimie’s Trap

Everything was ready. 

Felimie had stopped half a mile away from the battlefield to ensure she wouldn’t be sensed or attacked by stray soldiers. She was tucked away in a clearing hidden in a copse of trees. The ritual circle had glowed brightly when she completed it, but now it was inactive to ensure it couldn’t be sensed. In the centre of the circle, Spellsmasher stood, its handle dug into the ground. Dozens of runes covered its surface, the Lilithian magic working in tandem with the divine. 

Solon was on his way. She could see the disgusting mana of Crow, corrupted and twisted beyond comprehension by the demon. If this worked, that mana would be stripped away. She had to do her part. 

It was terrifying waiting for a demon to come to her. If it attacked her, she would be helpless. But she needed to be there for the ritual to work. Felimie wasn’t going to let Solon down. It was a strange thought, but Felimie knew that she wouldn’t mind dying trying to protect Solon. He was one of the few people to ever truly care about her. They had only been together for a few months, but she knew that she wanted to be with him forever. If that meant dying trying to protect him, then she was okay with that, even if she knew he wouldn’t be. 

A tree fell. Solon flew into the circle, groaning in pain as he tried to stand up. His chainmail evaporated; they couldn’t risk any outside magic interfering with the ritual. 

“Time’s up, little man,” Crow said, his face visible. His voice had changed to resemble a man drowning in oil. “Time to die.” 

“Wait,” Felimie shouted, revealing herself. She didn’t know what else to do. The ritual needed Solon. Crow turned to her, distracted only for a second. That was all Solon needed. Black chains burst out of his body from every mana point he could control, binding Crow. He leapt forward, landing on Crow’s monstrous body and climbing onto his back. 

It was time. 

Felimie activated the ritual, drawing the mana out of Parasite’s body. At the same time, Solon began casting his spell, purging the mana. The ritual latched onto him, sucking the magic out of him far faster than he would normally be able to handle. Felimie’s heart ached as she heard his pained screams, forcing mana to move faster than a caster’s normal limits was painful, but it was necessary to have a chance at countering the demon’s mana. Tentacles shot up, aimed at his neck. He had no protection; if one hit, he would die. He didn’t stop. Felimie had never seen Solon use so much mana before. He glowed like Mene herself as he cast, his black chains cutting the brilliant light into segments. 

Felimie moved, unsure what she could do but unwilling to do nothing as Solon’s life ended.


Chapter 80: Parasite 

Parasite was scared. 

The light was blinding. 

The mana was so dense it could taste it. 

Parasite had to fight. It had to stop the pain. The attacker was on its back. Parasite moved its limbs to stop it. To kill it. 

Something felt wrong. The attacker was doing something to Parasite. Making its body feel… off. Parasite didn’t want to feel this way. Parasite didn’t understand, and that scared it. Parasite wanted so badly for this to be over. For what to be over?

Parasite stopped its attack. Parasite’s host ordered it to attack. Crow was Parasite’s host. He was scared, like Parasite. He wanted to protect himself. If Parasite was Crow’s host, did that mean he also wanted to protect Parasite? Somehow, Parasite got the feeling that wasn’t the case. 

Why—

Parasite remembered the last fight it had been in. Or maybe it was a fight a long time ago. Parasite had fought a powerful mage, using every tool in its arsenal to keep her at bay. Parasite had been so afraid that she would kill it, but Parasite could not die. Many had tried to kill Parasite, and all of them had failed. Parasite killed them. That was what it did. It killed to protect itself. 

Then kill Solon, a voice in Parasite’s head screamed. It wasn’t Parasite’s voice; it was the host’s. It had heard the host's voice many times, yet never understood what it was saying until this point. 

Why is that?

Parasite felt so strange. 

Is this what death feels like? Parasite felt like something crucial was being taken from it. That once it was gone, it would be difficult to get back. That sounded like dying, at least as far as Parasite could remember. 

Yet Parasite didn’t feel afraid. 

Parasite had spent … years? Trying to avoid dying, so surely if Parasite was being killed it would be terrifying. This wasn’t terrifying. It was almost… pleasant. Parasite let its tentacles go slack. Why do I have tentacles?

Parasite didn’t remember ever not having tentacles, yet it still felt so odd. It could see its body, yet it felt like it belonged to someone else. It was an observer and the observed. It shouldn’t have tentacles. Parasite was sure of that. 

Parasite’s tentacles began to shrink. 

Parasite thought it was hallucinating at first, but its tentacles were shrinking. They retracted into themselves magically. It felt like they were compressing, turning back into… what exactly? If Parasite didn’t have tentacles, then it must have something else. 

You are a demon; your body doesn’t matter, the host shouted in Parasite’s mind. Parasite didn’t like the host. He was cruel. 

Am I really a demon? Parasite didn’t like the sound of that very much. Parasite remembered fighting against a demon; what was its name again? Parasite searched for the memory, but while it was sure it had fought a demon, it couldn’t remember which. All it remembered was that it had companions who helped seal it away. If that were the case, Parasite couldn’t see how it could also be a demon. Demons never fought each other. 

You are a demon, and you belong to me. You will obey me.

Parasite tuned him out. She didn’t like listening to him. He needed it more than it needed him. She.

Parasite had almost missed it, but she thought of herself as she, not it. She seemed correct. Parasite’s thoughts felt clearer than she could remember… ever. She realised what was going on, what was really going on. Or at least part of it. The mage on her back wasn’t what was making her feel bad; she already felt bad. He was doing the opposite. 

He was healing her.


Chapter 81: Cured 

Raven ran into the circle. She was just in time to see the end of the ritual. It’s beautiful. Parasite’s body was shrinking and reforming, glowing with the light of the moon. It hurt to look at it, yet Raven couldn’t bring herself to look away. She was seeing something no one else had ever seen before. A true miracle. 

The light hit its peak, and then suddenly vanished. When it was gone, Solon was slumped on the floor looking like he had just run 100 kilometres. In his arms was a naked elf. She was blonde and curvy, but she looked ill. Her eyes were closed, and she was barely breathing. “It worked. She’s going to be…” Solon drifted off, falling to the side. Felimie caught him. 

Crow gasped for air, reaching his hands out towards her. Raven walked over to Crow, looking at him dispassionately. His naked body was covered in purple scars and slime. He didn’t even look like an elf anymore. He was closer to a demon. Finally, the outside and the inside were in sync. “Help…” he rasped.

She would have laughed if it wasn’t so infuriating. After everything he had done, he honestly believed she would help him. Raven drew her dagger. “Wait, don’t kill him. He has valuable intel,” Hayley said. “He’s more useful to us alive.” 

Crow was still looking at her with hope in his eyes. Raven wanted so badly to crush that hope, to show him that she would never love him. She had found the ones she loved, and Crow had tried to hurt them. She wanted so badly to punish him for that. “What’ll happen to him?” 

“He’ll be captured and tortured,” Hayley said. “I’ll make sure he never sees the light of day again.” 

Raven pictured a cold, dark cell devoid of any life. For a druid, there was no worse torture. She remembered how she felt when she thought he was dead. It had not brought her joy; the only joy had come from knowing that he would never hurt anyone again. Part of her also wanted him to suffer. She was unsure which part made the decision. “Okay.” She stabbed Crow’s hand, making him scream in pain. Then his other hand. When that was done, she knocked him out with the butt of her dagger. “We can’t risk him trying to cast anything.” 

“We could have tied him up, but I guess that works too,” Hayley said, sounding vaguely disturbed. Raven didn’t care. She wasn’t taking any chances. Raven would let them interrogate him. But she wouldn’t risk him recovering. Crow was powerful, but like most mages, his casting relied on his hands. By taking them away, she ensured he was as helpless as a Gota. It was overkill considering the state he was in, but she was unwilling to risk him recovering.

“They’re okay. They’re just asleep,” Felimie said. She was checking on Solon and the naked woman, whom she covered with a blanket.

“Who is she?” Mina asked, sitting down with an exhausted sigh. When Solon had begun the ritual, he had cancelled her transformation. Turning back had left her exhausted and weak. She couldn’t even stand. 

“I have no idea. Some demons we know who they were before, but Parasite’s origins are unknown. It just appeared one day…” Felimie explained. Raven kept a hold of her dagger. Other than Hayley, no one else was in a condition to fight. Solon had insisted on attempting to cure the demon, believing her to be a victim, but Raven preferred them dead. If this woman were an ally of Lilith, then she could be incredibly dangerous. 

Raven heard twigs snapping. “We need to leave.” 

Arrows rained down from the sky. Raven deflected them with a gust of wind, protecting the people she cared about — and Crow. A squad of Helkiti burst out of the trees, led by Gur. “You bested Lilith’s demon. I shall enjoy slaying the one who slew a demon.”  


Gur downed a potion as he ran towards them. His veins crawled under his skin like worms. He grew as he ran towards them, taking on a horrid, monstrous appearance. His men were drinking similar potions.  

“Oh, for fuck's sake. Raven, guard the non-combatants,” Hayley called. Lightning crackled around Hayley’s body. At this point, almost everyone was non-combatants. Mina stood up, drawing her sword, but it was clear she was in no state for a protracted battle. 

Raven heard horses from the north. The Nekomi. They hammered forward, bursting through the brush and into the clearing. Piyana was at the forefront, spear lowered, ready to attack. “Stand back, allies of House Suji,” she cried. Seeing that the enemy cavalry had arrived, Gur let out a cry. The battle didn’t last long. The cavalry mowed the orcs down quickly, staining the grass with their blood.


Chapter 82: Mana Deprivation

Solon woke up and immediately regretted it. He felt like there was an anvil on his head, and everything was so bright it was like he was staring at the sun. He waited for his eyes to adjust, but they didn’t. He closed his eyes, waiting for the world to stop spinning. His stomach turned. He fought the urge to be sick, just. Where am I? He opened his eyes a crack, trying to take in his surroundings. He was in a cot with a tarp over him. It was dark, yet he still struggled to look at anything without squinting. 

“Have some tea, Master,” Raven said. Solon finally noticed she was present. She was in a tartan dress, looking clean and well cared for. Solon smelt the tea, then pushed it away. Even tea smelt too strong. 

“Is Angel okay?” Talking took so much effort, but Solon had to know. 

“Yes.” Solon relaxed, a tiny portion of the tension in his chest fading. “Angel was injured, but the medics treated her. She’ll be fine. No one else was badly hurt.”

“Good.” Solon was silent for a long time. The room was spinning around him. He closed his eyes, deciding that would be less unpleasant. Where am I?

Solon drifted off to sleep. 

He opened his eyes again; it felt like no time had passed. Raven had left, making him doubt his assumption. In her place was Felimie. “You're awake.” 

“I am.” Solon noted a thin strip of light coming through the tent flaps. “What happened?” 

He still felt awful, but comparatively he was doing better. It was more like a severe hangover, and less like he was dying. He even managed to sip some water while Felimie ran him through what happened. Piyana had arrived to save them from the remaining Helkiti, then taken them all to be healed. This included Parasite, or whatever her real name was, who had yet to wake up. Since then, they hadn’t moved much. It had been 2 whole days, during which Solon had apparently woken and fallen asleep repeatedly, though he failed to eat anything. Raven and Mina were currently asleep, his harem having alternated sitting with him so he wouldn’t wake up alone. Word had come from Locus that the Helkiti had officially fled, so the countryside was considered safe. 

“I see.” Solon took another sip of water. It tasted vile. “Good.” Solon sat up, needing an embarrassing amount of help from Felimie to do so. “I’m naked.” 

Felimie nodded. “You kept complaining that your clothes felt uncomfortable, so we removed them.” Felimie grabbed a robe from a nearby seat. “You can wear this.” 

Solon slipped into it while Felimie held it open. It was comfortable, made of silk with a thicker layer above it to make it warmer. “I’m cold.” 

“That’s mana deprivation. You're not really cold, your mind just thinks you are.” Solon shivered. “Lie down. I’ll get you some more blankets.” 

“No, thank you.” Solon tried to stand, but his legs gave out under him. “Help me, please.” 

“You really should rest. If you need something, I can go get it for you.” 

“No. I need to see Angel.” Felimie looked at him sympathetically. 

“She’s okay. The healers gave her potions. She’s not walking yet, but she’ll make a full recovery.” 

“I know. But this is important.” 

Solon tried to stand again. This time Felimie helped him, leading him to Angel’s tent. Solon absentmindedly noted that Piyana had given each of them their own quarters, and luxurious ones at that — by war encampment standards. As he walked to his tent, he noticed that the soldiers were staring at him and whispering, but he didn’t have the energy to wonder why. 

Felimie led him into a tent. Angel was lying in her bed, with bandages all over her thigh. She was reading a book with a frown.

“Angel,” Solon called weakly. 

Her face lit up when she saw him. She said, “Solon, you look like shit.” 

“Really? Because I feel like crap.” Solon looked at Felimie. “Can you give us a moment, sweetie?”

“Um…” Felimie looked at Angel. 

“I’ll take care of him.” 

“Okay…” Felimie helped him sit in a chair near the bed, then draped a blanket over his legs to help him stop shivering before going. Solon thanked her as she left. 

“I’m…” Solon drifted off, struggling to find the words. Angel got injured protecting him. At the time, he hadn’t been able to help her or even slow down to check on her. Doing so would’ve risked the failure of the mission, leading to everyone dying. Logically, he did the right thing, but he felt he owed her an apology and his thanks. The crushing weight on his chest grew, anxiety blooming. “... Sorry.” 

Angel tilted her head cutely. “For what?” 

“For leaving you behind. You got hurt because of me.” 

Angel smirked at him. “Wow, you're really arrogant, aren’t you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Solon, we were fighting a demon. I knew getting hurt was a possibility. You don’t have to feel bad because you're not a super genius who always has everything go perfectly.” Solon knew she was right, yet he still felt bad. Angel rolled her eyes at him. “Try not to look so glum, it’s bumming me out.” 

“Sorry.” 

“Yuck, I don’t like you like this. Go back to being Mr Arrogance. It suits you better.” Solon snorted, closing his eyes. “Seriously, we just cured a demon. That’s awesome, I’m feeling super cool right now. Don’t ruin my victory party by throwing yourself a pity party.” 

Solon glanced around the medical tent dryly. “You sure know how to throw a party.” 

“There’s the jerk I know and like.” Angel raised her hands in a mock cheer. “Now, let’s have some proper party conversation. Thank you very much.”

“Like what?” 

“Um…” Angel put a finger to her chin. “Tell me a cool adventure story. This book sucks an impossible amount of ass. What the hell does odalisque even mean?” She threw the book on the side table. 

Solon snorted, acquiescing to her demand. He told her about the ruins in Nekomi. It was helpful for him too; focusing on the story helped him not think about how awful he felt. After he was done, she tried to top his story with one from her days as a guard, an endeavour she insisted she was successful in — Solon disagreed. He felt bad, but not bad enough to lie about her story being interesting. 

Solon felt his fatigue returning. It seemed he still hadn’t fully recovered. He suppressed a yawn, but Angel noticed. “Go to bed.” 

Solon looked at the tent flaps. His bed seemed so far away. “I will…”

Angel rolled her eyes dramatically. She peeled back her bedsheets, shuffling to the side. “Get in.”

“Are you sure?” It was only a single bed, but seeing the offered space to lie down, Solon’s fatigue redoubled. 

“Yes. Now hurry up, I’m getting cold.” Solon slithered into bed next to her, relishing the warmth of another person beside him. Angel wrapped an arm around him, which was unexpected but not unwelcome. “See, I don’t bite.” 

Solon was too tired to respond. He melted into the bed, all his energy seeping out of him.


Chapter 83: Royal Blessing 

Cyra walked into the royal court, her head bowed. She had been summoned by King John. Sapphire and Corina were on either side of him, standing like sentinels. On either side of the aisle, rows of courtiers sat in silence, alongside guards. Graham was conspicuously absent.  

“Presenting Lady Cyra of the Deji,” the announcer called. Cyra controlled her breathing, focusing on calm thoughts. John would not be able to prove she intentionally delayed the Deji; only a few people knew what she had done, and none of them could provide any real proof. But King John didn’t need proof. He was the absolute ruler of the nation, and she was only a vassal. He could have her executed on a whim. 

“It is an honour to stand before you, Your Majesty.” Cyra bowed low, making a show of her submission. 

“Raise your head.” Cyra looked up meekly, seeing John’s eyes burning into her through his golden mask. He was wearing a particularly ostentatious face covering, made of gold with diamonds embedded into its sides and forehead. “We have received news of the battle at last. General Steelside has fallen.” 

His words hung heavy in the air. Courtiers were whispering amongst themselves furiously. “I’m sorry to hear that, Your Majesty. He was a great man.” 

“He was.” John paused at length. “He will be commemorated with a grand parade and a statue in his honour. Those who die in the line of duty must be remembered.” 

“An excellent idea,” Corina said. “It shall be done.” 

Cyra’s lips twitched towards a frown before she caught herself. They wouldn’t discuss parades and statues if they lost the battle. That could only mean — “I’m sure many of you have heard the rumours,” John said. “They are true. Parasite did attack the army, and many good men were killed. But some of our countrymen fought back and were victorious. Parasite is dead.” 

Cyra’s eyes locked with Sapphire’s. She glanced back at her, but the intention of her look was clear. Don’t mess this up.

“It was due to the collaboration between Nexus and Nekomi that we were able to triumph and defeat a second demon this year. Among them was Lord Natsu of the Deji, who raced towards danger, risking life and limb alongside dozens of other Deji to defeat Parasite.” Cyra was stunned. Natsu was supposed to still be in Labity. He had moved without her permission and even tried to fight the demon. No, even more baffling was that he succeeded. “This nation owes the Deji a debt that we will not soon forget. It is very possible that, were Lord Natsu not present, this battle could’ve gone very differently.”

The courtiers roared their approval. The praise lasted a long time, with the announcer mentioning several other members of the military who had distinguished themselves or died in battle. After this was done, there was a moment's silence to honour those who didn’t survive. When it was over, there was a lull. Sapphire whispered something into John’s ear, Corina giving her a death glare. 

“As we have all heard, the Deji have proven themselves both loyal and brave. As such, I have decided that they shall be allowed to swell their numbers. On this day, I decree that Deji outposts will be created in all major cities to assist in the defence of our realm!” 

Another roar of applause. Sapphire smirked at Cyra as she stood dumbfounded. Sapphire’s initial plan had failed, yet somehow she had managed to turn this failure into a win. Had Natsu truly been so critical to the victory, or was the information being manipulated somehow to make the Deji appear better? Natsu was capable, but the idea that he could play a key role in defeating a demon seemed impossible. Sapphire had to have done something. Cyra wondered if she would have been capable of such a feat were their positions reversed. She had thought her life was forfeit, yet instead she was going to be more powerful than ever. 

She’s terrifying, Cyra thought, catching the eye of her lover. Sapphire smirked at her, a perfectly calculated look to inspire both lust and fear. The fear in her chest mixed with her desire for the ambitious woman. She was glad that she had chosen to get into bed with her, in both senses of the term. She knew that things were only going to improve with time.


Chapter 84: The New Mina

“Thane Suji, I appreciate you making the time for this meeting,” Mina said. Piyana had accepted Mina’s meeting request and even invited her to have tea in her private tent. They were kneeling across from each other on the carpet, with only a travel tea set between them. 

“I felt it only appropriate that we talk after everything that has happened.” Piyana poured the tea. Mina’s eyes widened at the gesture. Mina had requested this meeting, so traditionally she would pour. “Say what it is you wish to say.” 

“I believe you already know this, but my relationship with Solon is not one where I am dominant, nor do I wish it to be.” Piyana frowned, picking up a cup and handing it to Mina. “I am also in a relationship with Raven.”

“I do not approve.” 

“I know.” Mina took the offered cup, taking the first sip, something she had never done before. “And that is your right. However, I am not sorry to say that I will do this with or without your blessing. I’m not going to let anyone else tell me how to live my life anymore.” 

Mina was weak. Piyana never questioned this belief. Mina was the weaker cousin, and that suited her fine, although it was inconvenient at times. Ideally, she would have had 2 granddaughters who were capable of ruling and understood what was required of them, with Mina understanding her place as second but still competent. But fate was rarely so kind. Her attempts to show Mina strength had cowed her, making her shrink away in shame at her inferior abilities. 

So Piyana had lowered her expectations. Her granddaughter was not fated for greatness, but that did not have to be an issue. She planned to find a good mate for her and allow a capable branch family to form to support Aurora, who was much more capable and had the confidence to match. Mina would fade into insignificance, being one of many branches on the family tree. 

The Mina sitting across from Piyana could never be insignificant. It had been only a year, yet she had changed so much. Is this because of him? Not only was she strong enough to survive and even win a bout with a demon. More striking than that was her newfound confidence. She looked at Piyana self-assuredly, not an ounce of doubt in her bearing even as she openly defied her. 

Piyana sipped her tea. “Very well.” Piyana knew there was nothing she could say that would change her mind. “You are free to do as you wish, even if that does mean being a human’s slave.” 

“I am aware of the irony of what I’m saying,” Mina said, smiling wryly. “I don’t care.” 

“I never understood you.” Mina nodded solemnly. “I still don’t. The decisions you make, the things you do are all so…” Piyana drifted off. “I don’t think I’ll ever understand why you wish to live the way you do.” 

“You are probably right,” Mina said, smiling sadly. She finished her cup, putting it down with finality. 

“I don’t need to.” Piyana finished her cup, placing it beside Mina’s. “You have found your own path and gone further than I ever could have dreamed of. If living … in that way… is part of that, then I won’t interfere.”

Mina reached out for her cup, then realised it was empty and withdrew her hand. “... Thank you, Thane Suji.”

“When we’re among family, you can call me grandmother,” Piyana said, pouring the tea. Mina looked at her oddly as she took her drink. “... you don’t have to.” 

“No, it’s…” Mina had always maintained perfect decorum, even when Lumina would take liberties. Piyana had thought this was a sign of respect, but it was also a sign of distance. Due to her actions, Mina had never relaxed around her. “... Thank you, Grandmother.”


Chapter 85: Tea Ceremony

Solon couldn’t use his magic at all or do anything mentally or physically strenuous. He knew the symptoms of mana deprivation, and he wasn’t dumb enough to risk exacerbating it when he was already in a bad state. If he did, there was a real chance he wouldn’t recover properly. 

It took another day before he was able to take a light walk around the camp. The day after that, Piyana requested — not demanded — an audience with him and the other members of his team. Angel was walking with a walking stick, but everyone else looked fine. It was crazy to think they had fought one of the most dangerous creatures in the world, and only 3 of them had noteworthy injuries. And Steelside died. Solon frowned at the thought. He couldn’t forget how many people had died against the demon both before and after he arrived. It had not been a perfect victory. 

Piyana was sitting on a mat decorated with blues and golds in a beautiful pattern. In the middle of the mat, there was a teapot and various nibbles. She was on one side alongside Aurora, while pillows had been set out for Solon and his team. Solon had barely managed to eat so far, but he was glad of the opportunity to sit down. Even the walk to her tent had felt strenuous. 

Solon was surprised when Piyana reached for the pot. He was even more surprised when she poured his tea first. Solon looked at it suspiciously. “Drink,” Piyana said. Solon glanced at Mina, who nodded her confirmation, then took a sip. It was incredibly weak. “If it’s too strong, you only need to have a sip. I know that mana deprivation affects your sense of taste. This was the mildest tea Jenkins could find.”

“It’s fine, thank you,” Solon said, still not sure what was going on. Piyana was being far too nice. 

“Good.” Piyana poured the rest of the tea, Mina next, then Aurora, Raven, Felimie, Angel, and finally her own. “To the man of the hour.” Piyana raised her cup. 

The rest all mimicked the gesture. “To the man of the hour,” they repeated. Solon took a sip to be polite. It was a little strong, but manageable. 

“Um… what’s happening?” Solon asked, unable to hold in the question. 

“You don’t remember? I explained…” Mina drifted off, then coughed into her hand. “Right, sorry, short-term memory loss is a symptom of mana deprivation.” She was right. People with mana deprivation tended to have a general reduction in mental faculties, including focus and memory. Luckily, this usually wore off with time. 

“I’ll explain, Mina. I suggested this,” Piyana said, sitting bolt upright. “Mina has made her feelings on the topic quite clear. Your household will be entering into an alliance with mine. Considering your recent achievements, I have no qualms with this. As such, I am offering a formal alliance.” 

Solon looked at her blankly. “What?” He didn’t have a household. He only had a surname thanks to Shinsui. 

Piyana pursed her lips. Mina smiled at Solon. “What it means is she’s welcoming you into the family. From this moment on, the Steel family will be recognised as an official ally of the Suji. That includes Raven, Felimie, and Angel since they are your retainers.” 

“My retainers?” Solon couldn’t keep up at all. 

“Teammates, in this case,” Angel chimed in. “We all agreed, don’t worry.” 

“Are you sure he’s ready for this?” Aurora asked. “He seems confused.” 


She has a point, Solon thought, smiling to himself. “No, I think I get it. If this is about getting along with Mina’s family, it’s okay.” In all honesty, he still didn’t like Piyana. She did come to help Mina, but only at the very last minute when most of the danger had passed. If she had the strength of character to move to defend Mina immediately, then things might have gone better. As it stood, she only arrived when it was most beneficial to her. Ultimately, none of this mattered. He wasn’t forming an alliance with Piyana; he was forming an alliance with Mina’s family. 

He could tell Piyana understood this too. She was treating him respectfully, but the look in her eye showed that she still didn’t care for Solon at all. This was an alliance built entirely for Mina’s sake, between 2 people who couldn’t stand each other. 

“Since you're joining the family, I trust that you will begin practicing Nekomi,” Piyana said. Solon looked at her blankly. “I’m referring to the language. Common is so imprecise, I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised by how articulate you can be when speaking Nekomi.” 

Solon was not a natural linguist. He spoke common, and Elvish. His Elvish was still rough, despite living in Labity for years. “Do I have to?” 

“Yes.” Piyana narrowed her eyes. “As an official ally, it’s important. This is a non-negotiable point for me.” 

“You don’t have to be fluent. It’s just certain ceremonies only take place in Nekomi, so if you don’t speak it at all you’ll be confused,” Aurora explained. Solon shrugged. 

“Alright.”

The ceremony continued. Piyana explained that she was serving tea as a way of showing her humility — something Solon thought she didn’t have. The idea was simple: to serve tea was to humble oneself with the work of a servant. So Piyana, as the person requesting an alliance, had to serve the tea to show she was willing to be his equal. That this implied Solon was beneath her didn’t go unnoticed by him, but he took the win he could get. It wasn’t the only one, either. 

“So, what’s next for you?” Lumina asked. The official ceremony was over, so they were allowed to talk more freely. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Considering what you’ve achieved, people are starting to talk. You would be wise to leverage your new situation to your advantage.” 

“Oh, well. I guess I could try to get a reward for taking down a demon…” Piyana was looking at Solon like he was an idiot. He knew stopping Parasite would be a big deal, but he was starting to think it was more than that. 

Piyana said, “You cured a demon. No one’s ever done that. People are calling your team the new Legendary Heroes.”


Chapter 86: Reports of the Legendary Heroes

Vala waited outside King John’s quarters, clutching the report. After the announcements about the Deji, the courtiers had been dismissed for the evening, including Vala. She had thought that the information and Natsu’s involvement would be the end of it all; then a new report arrived from Piyana. 

Vala heard a voice call out. The guards opened the doors together; they were so in time with each other that it looked like a mirror had been held between the 2 of them. Inside, Vala got her first look at the King’s chambers. It was a magnificent room. Every wall had tasteful murals on it, depicting great battles and religious events; even the ceiling showed the defeat of Unmas by the goddesses. The furniture sparkled in the light, looking impossibly inviting. Vala wished she could sit down, but she couldn’t risk it. The king was already looking at her, with Sapphire at his side, her bare foot between his legs. 

“I understand that you have an urgent report for me,” John said, his voice light. “More news from the front?” 

“That is right, Your Majesty.” Vala summarised what Piyana had sent, including that it was Solon’s team that defeated Parasite. “Furthermore, it seems they did not slay the monster as initially believed. If this report is correct, they cured Parasite, who reverted to an elf-like body.” 

Vala finally saw the wisdom of the king's mask. John's eyes were practically bugging out of his face, but with the mask she couldn’t see his no doubt slack-jawed expression. Sapphire, by comparison, had no tangible reaction. “That is very troubling,” Sapphire said.

“Troubling?” John repeated dumbly. 

“If that report is true, there’s really only one way to interpret what Solon and Felimie did,” Sapphire said. Vala noticed that she omitted her niece from the list of people. “Lilithian magic.” 

“What?” John said. “That can’t be right; he cured a demon. That’s like… the opposite.” 

Sapphire ignored John’s weak ending. It seemed his shock had made him forget how to speak like a king. “I’m sure you heard the rumours about what that team got up to in Labity. It’s why I asked my niece to spy on them. They were investigating Lilith and her magic; it appears they learnt more than they let on.” 

“… but they fought a demon. They saved the country, didn’t they?” John asked. 

“Perhaps. But the question is, what are they going to do next?” Sapphire said, rubbing John’s leg with her own. “If they have the power to turn a demon into a woman, then that does make me wonder what else they are capable of…”

“You think they are researching how to create demons?” 

“Perhaps they already can. They may be merely waiting for the right moment…”

“I…” John fiddled with his thumb, slumping his back. “There have been rumours about Mina Suji’s transformation. Until now, I dismissed them…”

“Your Majesty,” Vala said, gaining his attention. “It should be remembered that these men and women fought in your name and did not even ask for a reward. Surely, they are true patriots.” 

“Yes... yes, you are right.” 

“But my king—” Sapphire began. John cut her off with a raised hand. 

“I won’t hear anything more on this topic. This is mere speculation; it has no basis, and so I refuse to entertain it,” John said, regaining his regal bearings. “What they did is indeed the feat of Legendary Heroes. They will be praised, not punished.”

Sapphire changed on a dime. “Of course, Your Majesty. I will see to it. I agree wholeheartedly. I’m sure my niece will be pleased to hear you are so impressed by her actions.” 

John gave Sapphire a hard look, moving his legs away from her. “Indeed, she will. In fact, why don’t you pen her a missive now, Sapphire.” 

“Now? I thought that you wished to see more of me tonight,” Sapphire drawled, leaning forward to show off her chest. 

“Another night, perhaps. For now, I am weary and require rest.” John stood up with finality. “Vala, I appreciate your counsel. Once again, you have proven wise beyond your years.” 

Sapphire’s glare could’ve melted steel. Vala smirked at her and said, “Thank you, Your Majesty. I endeavour to serve.”


Chapter 87: Mystery Woman

Solon was with the woman he had tried to save. She was in the medical tent, in a curtained-off area away from the soldiers. A team of nurses was standing guard to keep away those that wished to gawk at the former demoness. She had been unconscious since she reverted to her elf form, being fed liquid food by healers and potions to try to regulate her body. Solon had hoped that by examining her, he would notice something the other healers had missed. 

Fate was not so kind. 

With his magic still damaged, he couldn’t cast diagnostic spells, so had to rely on mundane tests, but they all came back normal. She was in perfect health; she was just unconscious. “So, what are we going to do with her?” Solon asked. Mina was with him, watching over the woman. 

“The Order of the Radiant Night has requested to see her. Her situation is similar to Lex’s, so they believe they can help her in the same way,” Mina explained. “They want her transferred to Flamburg.”

“Are you going to do it?” 

“Thane Suji has already agreed. She’s of no use to us.” They both watched the unconscious woman, her chest rising and falling as she breathed. “You did well, Solon.”

“I didn’t save her.” 

“Her fate was to die; that has not changed. Perhaps the healers will be enough, perhaps they won’t, but you did what you were able. That is all you can do.” Mina rested a hand on Solon’s shoulder. “A lesser man wouldn’t have even tried to save her.”

Solon looked up at Mina, seeing genuine admiration in her eyes. He never understood what she saw in him. Solon wasn’t one for self-pity, but he never considered himself particularly heroic. He was a mercenary, like Shinsui. He worked for whoever paid him and did what needed to be done. Nothing he did deserved special praise. Yet when he was with Mina, he found himself wondering if he could be more than that. He wanted to be more than that. He wanted to be a hero. The type of person who made the world a genuinely better place to live. “Thank you, Mina.” Solon stood up, turning to her. He left the woman’s bedside, walking outside with Mina at his side. The sun felt wonderful on his skin, making him feel warm for the first time in days. “Before, during the battle, I changed you—”

“I wanted you too.” 

“I know.” Solon didn’t know exactly how she did it, but Mina had sent him a message. A request for his mana. “I did it because I knew it was necessary. That if I didn’t, you’d be unable to fight at your best.”

Mina stayed quiet, but he could read her expression. She wanted this. 

“I was wrong before. We can use this power for good. We have used this for good.” He gestured to the medical tent. The ritual to try to save her had been Lilithian magic. It may not be perfect, and it was incredibly dangerous, but if they used it properly, maybe it could be useful. “If you're sure this is what you want… we can study your transformation further.”

Mina embraced him; the sudden action almost knocked him off his feet. “Thank you,” Mina whispered. “Master.”  

“Master?” 

Mina pulled back, smiling shyly. “I talked with my grandmother. I refuse to hide from my desires anymore.”

Solon swallowed the lump of excitement in his throat. He wanted to be completely clear about what this was. “You mean—”

Mina folded her legs, kneeling in front of Solon in the open. Solon scanned his surroundings, seeing dozens of men and women milling about. Mina was grinning up at him, not showing even a hint of embarrassment. “I don’t care who sees. This is who I am, and I'm not going to pretend to be someone else anymore. I want you to start training me to be your full-time slave, Master.”


Chapter 88: Crow’s Fate

Crow struggled to form mana in his hand, his wounds burning him for his arrogance. How could she do this to me? After the battle, Crow had been imprisoned. For a while, he was kept by the Nekomi, but after they finished questioning him, they sent him to Locus. He had been thrown in a dungeon with no windows, the only light coming from the torches in the hallway, none of which Crow could see. All he could see was the flickering of the fire against the wall; that was his new reality. Shadows and fire. 

He had never felt less in touch with nature. The worst part was the injuries to his hands were preventing him from casting. Every time he tried, he’d burn himself with his own acid. It was humiliating. His hands weren’t the only part of him that’d healed badly. 

He heard keys jingling and footsteps. He recognised those footsteps. Sapphire rounded the corner, a guard leading her. “I can’t open the gate. He’s still considered dangerous, even if he is injured,” the guard said. 

“That’s quite alright.” Sapphire smiled at Crow. “Can you give us a moment alone together? I have some questions I need to ask him.” 

The guard shrugged. “Whatever.” He walked away. Crow waited until he was out of earshot before speaking. 

“What’s the plan? How do I get out of here?” Sapphire looked at him, amused. 

“You think we’re going to help you escape?” She laughed musically, the echo of the hall distorting it into something disturbing. “Darling, after you failed so spectacularly, you can’t possibly think we’re going to waste any more time on you.”

“It’s Solon’s fault. He did… how was I supposed to know he could do that?” Crow still didn’t understand what he had done. One minute, Parasite had been the perfect weapon. Then suddenly she had turned into a person again. “If you get me out, I won’t fail again. I promise.” 

“In the state you're in, I don’t think that’s a promise you can keep.” Crow’s body hadn’t healed properly after he was separated from Parasite. Even weeks later, his wounds were still tender and fresh, and his skin had turned a sickly purple colour. 

“You can’t leave me here.” Sapphire smiled without any warmth at all. That was exactly what she planned on doing. “Then why did you come here? What possible good can I do from inside a cell?” 

Sapphire glanced up the hall, then returned her focus to Crow. “None.” She put her hand through the bars, unfurling her fingers, revealing a red oblong pill in her palm. “I’m afraid, Crow, your time is up.” 

Crow heard the blood rushing in his ears. “You can’t be serious.” She was. “I gave you everything. I’ve been loyal,” — as far as she knew — “and sacrificed so much. You owe me.” 

“That’s why I’m giving you this out,” Sapphire said, her voice tinged with false sympathy. “Do you really think this is all they’re going to do to you? Darling, this is just the warmup, an appetiser. Once they’re ready, they’ll send down the torturer and believe me, when that happens, you’ll want this pill.” 

“I…” This couldn’t be happening. Crow was meant to do something special. He was meant to change the world. He couldn’t die in a hole in the ground, unable to even feel the sun's warmth. “Please, Sapphire, after all we’ve been through… you’ve got to help me.” 

“I am.” Crow looked at the pill. She truly believed he wouldn’t be able to stand up to it. That he’d break. That he was weak. Was she right? 

“No. I don’t need it.” Sapphire closed her palm, her grin widening perversely. 

“There is… one other option. But… it won’t be pleasant.” 

“I’ll do it.” Crow would do anything to survive. He needed to fulfil his destiny. Sapphire pocketed the pill, her smile never faltering for a second. The look on her face made a chill go down Crow’s spine. 

“Good. This only works if you're willing.”


Chapter 89: Homecoming 

After everything that had happened, Solon was glad to be back in Flamburg. They had acted as an escort for the mystery woman, taking her to the temple. Solon had expected to see Helene, but apparently, she had business in Labity, so instead they gave her to a priestess Solon didn’t know. After that, they went straight to the guild intent on resting after a long journey. 

The guild members had other ideas. 

As soon as they walked in, they were greeted by a cacophony of screams and explosions. The guild members all had huge, idiotic grins, and were holding miniature devices that shot confetti. “The Legendary Heroes have returned,” Zlycan called, throwing rice at them.“Welcome, vanquishers of Gorgath! Welcome, vanquishers of Parasite!”  

Another round of cheers followed alongside more colourful confetti and rice. “Um…” Solon wasn’t ready for such an excited reaction. Piyana had told them people were calling them Legendary Heroes, but he didn’t think she meant it literally. Hearing the wild cheers of people he barely knew, Solon was beginning to realise that she had. 

They were ushered into the main hall, where dozens of people all vied for their attention, offering them free drinks, food, and more. Some begged to join their team, while others tried to flirt with Solon — both men and women. One member had the bad sense to try to hit on Felimie, but was pushed away by the crowd before Solon could react. 

A giant, hairy man forced a tankard into Solon’s hand. He didn’t really want to drink, but he would feel bad wasting something they had so eagerly given to him. “Speech!” someone shouted. Solon immediately liked that person less. He hated speeches. Regrettably, the crowd seemed to expect one as everyone fell silent, gawking at him. 

“Um…” Solon looked at his teammates for help. Mina stood up on a chair, with a politician's smile. 

“We’re grateful for your warm welcome.” She raised her drink, getting another cheer. She put her hand up, palm down, then lowered it, everyone falling silent in time with the action. Solon was impressed with her public speaking ability. “Truly, this was a great victory. But it was not the actions of any one person that led to our triumph. Solon and Felimie cast the ritual —” Felimie lowered her head shyly at the cheer “—Raven and Angel were critical for weakening the demon —” Raven stayed neutral, while Angel preened “—and many others gave their lives to slow Parasite down.” 

A more sombre mood took over the room, as everyone was reminded that the battle had not been without losses. The final numbers hadn’t been released yet, but many soldiers had not returned to their families, including men from Flamburg. 

“This is a good day. The people of Nekomi and Nexus showed that when we join together, we can do amazing things, even pushing back against the ancient evils of Lilith. But the battle is not over. I trust that in the future, we will be able to continue relying on the stalwart support of our friends here at Rising Phoenix!” Mina thrust her cup into the air, the crowd mimicking it. “To Rising Phoenix’s glorious future.”

“TO OUR GLORIOUS FUTURE!” The combined voices of dozens of people shook the air. Solon drank when they did, getting jostled by the man who had handed him the drink, making it spill. It was annoying, but he could tell the man meant it affectionately, so smiled at him all the same. After that, they found themselves embroiled in the wildest party that Solon had ever seen. 

At first, Solon tried to stay with his girls, but he quickly found himself getting swept away by well-wishers and friends who were desperate for his attention. The members of his harem had the same thing happening. Finding them again was only a matter of looking for the massive swarms of people; each had dozens of people around them vying for their attention. The hard part was reaching them without getting pulled into another conversation. Solon was worried Felimie would be overwhelmed, but when he finally made his way back to her, she was explaining runic theory to a bunch of more cerebral guild members who were hanging on her every word. The other members of his harem seemed to be doing similarly well; Angel was relishing in the praise, making a show of telling the battle story and exaggerating it more every time. At one point, Solon was pretty sure she described him as a giant man made of metal.  

Whatever. As long as they’re having fun. That fun came to an end when the doors slammed open, and a short man walked into the guildhall. 

Hagan had arrived. 

He approached Solon immediately, demanding that he follow him into his office. Reluctantly, Solon left the party in his honour to have what he was sure would be a tense conversation with a man who routinely threatened him. Hagan sat in his office chair, looking at Solon with his eyes narrowed. 

“It seems you're the man of the hour.” 

“I guess you could say that,” Solon replied vaguely. 

“It’s well deserved. You did something impressive, even by the standards of this guild.” Solon’s eyes widened; that was an actual compliment. “Your recent feats would be worthy of an S-Rank mission, or even higher. For an A-Rank team to achieve what you did is highly unusual.” Solon smiled, taking this as a hint that he would be given the chance to take the next S-Rank Exam. He hadn’t thought about promotion in a while, being happy with the money he was making, but he certainly appreciated having the option. “I see that you're travelling with Angel again.”

“That’s right…”

“I trust that you 2 will get along better from now on. I don’t want to hear that you’ve been mistreating her,” Hagan said, the threat obvious. Solon met his gaze. 

“Angel saved me. I don’t hold any ill will towards her.” Hagan looked at him flatly, not speaking. Solon had nothing more to say but got the feeling Hagan expected him to keep going. He wasn’t trying to intimidate Solon like he usually did; he was just waiting. “I mean it. She’s a part of my team now. I’m going to take care of her.” 


“Kids,” Hagan muttered, rolling his eyes. “Do whatever makes you happy. I won’t get in your way.” 

“... okay?” Solon had to ask. “Why do you care?”

Hagan glared at Solon. “Do you think I shouldn’t care about my daughter?” 

“Oh,” Solon drawled, throwing his head back. Suddenly, a lot of things made sense. He found himself desperately trying to remember what he had said in their previous interactions. He hoped he hadn’t been too rude. “So, the reason you protected me is because…”

“Angel asked me to,” Hagan said. 

“Huh.” Solon was beginning to realise that Angel had done a lot more for him than he knew. He was a little irritated that she kept another secret from him, but this one turned out to be positive. She had been protecting him and not expecting anything in return. “That actually explains a lot.” 

“She never mentioned to you that I’m her father?” Hagan guessed. Solon nodded. “That girl. She’s a handful. I hope you can handle her.” 

Solon suspected that Hagan thought their relationship had taken a more romantic turn than it had. Granted, he could understand the mistake. He was dating every other member of his team. Does Angel like me that way? Everything with Angel had been so complicated and involved so many life-or-death battles that he had never really stopped to think about it. Do I like her that way?

“Leave,” Hagan said, snapping Solon out of his thoughts. He realised he had been sitting in silence for an unusually long time. He jumped up, saying a quick goodbye that Hagan didn’t return, then left. As he closed the door, he heard one more thing from Hagan. “Don’t make me regret trusting you.”


Chapter 90: Natsu’s Confidant 

Natsu had requested a meeting with Helene. When she arrived in his office, Margeret ushered her inside immediately. The room was spartanly decorated, with the only vanity being his ornate desk with carvings of Soleil and her servants on it. 

Helene froze in the doorway at the sight of Natsu. He looked awful. His arm ended in a stub, and his face was shaved unevenly. “Natsu, your arm…” 


Natsu’s face clouded over with confusion before he looked at the bandaged stump. “Oh, right. Yeah, I lost it fighting Parasite.”

“I’m sorry. We can’t regrow limbs—”

“I know,” Natsu said, shrugging his stump. “I’m not bothered. I fought a demon and lived. Losing an arm is a small price to pay.” 

“That’s a very healthy attitude.” He was smiling as brightly as ever. Helene supposed it was better than him wallowing in misery. “Then what did you want to speak to me about?” 

Natsu’s smile dimmed slightly, reaching the level most people only had on the best day of their life. He pulled out some documents from his desk, turning them to face Helene. “Lady Cyra found out about my disobeying her orders.” 

“Ah.” Helene moved forward, examining the documents. She creased her brows as she read. They weren’t scolding Natsu, in fact they seemed to be praising him. “I don’t understand.” 

“I don’t either. She’s acting like the previous messages never happened. And that’s the weird part.” Natsu pulled out a Homing Diary. “They didn’t.” He opened the diary to the last message from Cyra. Helene read it, confirming it said in no uncertain terms to deploy immediately. “I think… I think I’m getting Mene’s disease.” 

Mene’s disease was a rather archaic term for insanity, which itself was not an actual diagnosis. Helene searched back through the previous entries, confirming there was no caveat to what Natsu had read. “Misreading one command doesn’t mean you're losing your mind.”

Natsu stood up, pacing back and forth behind his desk. “It’s not just one mistake. You heard me before when I was talking about Lady Cyra. I keep imagining she’s involved in some lurid conspiracy, like she’s some sort of villain.” 

“Natsu, calm down.”

“She’s proven herself again and again. She doesn’t do things for no reason. There’s no way Soleil would let her lead us if she wasn’t a good person. If she’s leading us, and I’m against her, then I must be a bad person.” Helene stood up, giving Natsu a firm slap across the face. He looked at her, stunned. 

“Natsu, you're talking nonsense. Calm down. Take a deep breath.” Natsu did as she asked. “Tell me, where do you keep your Homing Diary?” 

“In the drawer.” Natsu gestured to the desk.

“The drawer of a desk with no lock,” Helene said, pointing at the desk drawer. “How many people have keys for that door?” 

“Um… me, Margaret, whoever had this office before, Lady Cyra probably… although I’m not sure if she kept it… You don’t think — no, it’s impossible?” Helene picked up the Homing Diary, showing the previous pages to Natsu. 

“Is this your handwriting?” Natsu studied the text closely. 

“I… think so?” 

“It’s not. It’s similar, almost as if an amateur tried to copy your handwriting, but the letters are too small, and the loops are too big on the ‘P’ and ‘B’,” Helene said, pointing at the differences she could see. “I have some of your letters back at my place; they’re definitely different.” 

“I don’t understand. Why would anyone do this?” 

“That’s a good question. Can you think of anyone who would want you to think that the messages that you read weren’t real?” Helene asked. Natsu’s expression dropped, his smile evaporating. 

“Lady Cyra…” Natsu swallowed. What Cyra had ordered had been treason. If anyone found out, she could have got into a lot of trouble. “... Do you really think she would do something like that?” 

“I don’t know. But I heard about what happened during Gorgath’s attack, and it doesn’t add up. She’s lying to you, Natsu. She’s lying to everyone.” 

“This is bad. This is really bad.” 

“The diary is probably gone, but that doesn’t mean she’s got away with everything. We just need to keep our eyes and ears open and—” 


“No, you don’t understand. King John has given Lady Cyra permission to spread the Deji to other cities. Soon she’ll have a military force that rivals a duke, or bigger.” Helene froze, unsure what to do. She had never even considered that the Deji could get so powerful. “We need to tell the king.” 

“No.” Helene caught Natsu’s wrist before he could leave. “We’ve got no evidence. If you make an accusation now, she’ll be prepared for it. Chances are, you’ll come out of it looking worse.” 

“Then what can we do?” Natsu was so helpless and weak. Afraid. Helene knew she looked the same way. “We can’t let her get her way.”

“We need to bide our time. I’ll talk to people in the Order, see if anyone has any more information on what she's up to,” Helene said, feeling the seed of a plan starting to germinate. “You need to be the man on the inside. Right now, you're popular, too popular for her to risk coming after you directly. You’ve got to use that; make sure the people who end up in charge of the cities are good men, not her stooges.” 

“I can’t do that. I’m not a liar, I’m a Deji.” 

Helene pursed her lips. “I’m afraid those things might overlap more than you think. And even if they don’t, you're a politician now whether you like it or not. You have a responsibility to use the power you have to protect people.” 

“I…” Natsu drifted off, shrinking into himself. He rubbed his stump with his good hand. “... I’ll try.” 

Helene stroked his cheek, feeling like she had just bullied a puppy. “You can do this. You're stronger than you think you are.”


Chapter 91: Nihil’s Hellfire

Nihil had been summoned to her mother's quarters. Queen Saoirse lay in her bed, her skin pale and her robe hanging off her skeletal form. She smiled when Nihil approached her, raising a deathly hand towards her. “Soon this country will be ruled by Queen Nihil again,” she murmured. 

“Yes, Mother. I shall rule this country well,” Nihil said. 

“The alliance with Nexus is a priority. We’ve made a good start, but it’s vital that you are married,” Saoirse said, a gaze unfocused and distant. “The bloodline must continue. That is all that matters.” 


“As you wish.” Nihil had no intention of marrying King John. Piyana had betrayed her and sent Nexus aid. This meant Nexus was still standing when it could have been destroyed, a fact that irked her. But it wouldn’t make a big difference; she would destroy Nexus and house Suji. She would not be a weak queen like her mother. 

Her mother raised her hand, resting it on Nihil’s. “This ring has been worn by every queen since Queen Nihil I. It’s special; it shows you who you are.” 

“I… see.” Nihil knew her mother had never taken the ring off. She even wore it to sleep. It was a plain gold ring, with a small gemstone embedded in it. 

“Take it.” 

“But… I’m not queen yet.” 

Saoirse smiled wistfully. “This body is reaching its limit. I can sense it won’t last much longer. It’s important that you take the ring now, while I can still give it to you.” Nihil looked at the ring oddly. She did not see what was so special about it. The crown and royal sceptre were much more significant symbols of office. “Take it now. Put it on your ring finger.” 

According to legend, the ring finger was connected directly to the heart. Is that why Saoirse felt it was so important? Was she marrying her country? Nihil took the ring off Saoirse’s finger; it was difficult to remove, despite how thin her finger was. Perhaps she had used magic to stick it on. Nihil had to use some ki to take it. Then she held it between her fingers, looking at the mundane ring. This’ll be the only ring I ever put on.

“Where am I?” Saoirse asked, looking around, confused. 

“Mother, is something wrong?” 

“Mother? Me?” Saoirse gasped, then coughed violently. A nurse rushed to her side, giving her a glass of water. She accepted it with shaky hands. “What’s going on?” 

Nihil had never seen her mother like this. She looked so fragile and weak. It was the antithesis of who she was. Nihil looked at the ring again. “Settle down, Your Majesty,” the nurse said, pushing her into the bed. “Everything is okay?” 

Saoirse fell onto the bed, closing her eyes at the nurse's behest. Nihil watched dispassionately, still fiddling with the ring. “Take care of her. Call me when she’s dying… I want to be there.” 

“Yes, Your Highness,” the nurse said, bowing as Nihil left the room. 

I’m finally free. Nihil had lived her whole life being controlled by her mother. It was all she had ever known. With her mother gone, no one would ever be able to control her again. She would be the queen, answerable to no one. She was glad. She had to maintain a sour face, so that people would think she was a loving daughter. It didn't do a new queen well to be seen as too cold. 

Regardless, Nihil had never loved Saoirse, and her imminent death didn’t change that. Reaching her quarters, she looked at the ring once more. It was such an innocuous trinket, so irrelevant. Why had her mother insisted she wear it? Nihil was tempted to throw it away, one last middle finger to her dying mother. But she supposed it was a symbol of the office, even if only a minor one. She didn’t want to risk any indication that she was not the appropriate heir. 

She put on the ring. 

Darkness. Nihil tried to move her hands, but she couldn’t feel them. She tried to call for help, but her voice wouldn’t come. She couldn’t see, hear, taste, smell, or even feel anything. She was floating in an uncaring void, completely detached from her body. What’s happening?

“Don’t be afraid, daughter,” she heard her own voice say. 

Who are you?

“I’m Nihil.” 

No, I’m Nihil.

She heard herself laughing, but it sounded off. Like someone doing an impression of her. “I’m Nihil the first.”

What?

“I understand this must be very confusing, dear. You never did understand magic well. I suppose that’s my fault. I couldn’t risk you figuring out what was going on,” she said, her voice cold and detached. 

… mother?

“That’s right. How very clever of you. It took the others much longer to figure it out,” Saoirse, no Nihil, said. “I’m glad I gave you my name. I originally only intended it to be a way to get my old name back, but in a lot of ways, you really do remind me of a young me.”

Let me go.

The laughter returned, cruel and biting. “I’m afraid not. I’ve been preparing this for years, working to make you the perfect vessel. You see, only those who share my bloodline can become a vessel, even with the ring.”

The ring. Nihil went cold when she realised what she had done. By putting on the ring, she had completed some sort of magical ritual. Nihil thought of the potions her mother had force fed her. Had they been a part of this? Was she preparing her body to be taken over? She tried desperately to remove the ring, but she still couldn’t feel anything. 

“Try to stay calm. I’ll take care of everything from now on. There really is nothing you can do except sit back and relax. You never did spend enough time thinking. Well, now you have all the time in the world.” 

The voice went away, leaving Nihil trapped in the void. She screamed and cried in her head, but no matter what she did, she couldn’t do anything. She was trapped. Lost. She knew then that she wouldn’t be free of her mother until she died. This was her fate. No one was coming to save her. She would spend the rest of her life trapped in a prison made from her own body, while her mother used her like a puppet. Fury bubbled inside her chest but had no outlet. All she could do was scream into the void, knowing it would never respond.


Chapter 92: Angel’s Request 

After Solon left Hagan’s office, he found the festivities had died down significantly. Angel was waiting for him at their usual table, sipping a drink. Solon joined her. “Where are the others?” 

“Raven and Mina went to their room,” Angel said. Solon remembered that it was a night for the 2 of them to be together, something he was still getting used to. “Felimie said something about research notes, then left too. So, it’s just us.” 

“Fair enough. It’s late, I’ll probably turn in soon too.” 

“Before you do, can I ask you something?” 

“Shoot.” 

“Wanna have sex?” 

To say Solon was caught off guard would be an understatement. He had considered that Angel might be interested in having a relationship with him some day, but he didn’t expect her to initiate it so abruptly. “Um…”

“I’m not in love with you or anything,” Angel said quickly, compounding Solon’s confusion. Angel looked very pleased with herself; she was doing this on purpose. “It’s just… Mina, Raven and Felimie always rave about it. I kind of want to know what all the fuss is about.” 

“...I see.” Solon knew girls sometimes talked about sex. It was a little odd to realise that they had been doing so with Angel, although hearing that they “raved about it” made him feel better. 

“If you're not into casual stuff, we don’t have to. I want this to be fun.” Angel sipped her drink. From her expression, one would be forgiven for thinking they were talking about a walk in the woods. “So, are you up for it?” 

Since he started forming his harem, most of Solon’s sexual relationships had been romantic and intense. The sexual element was vital, but so was the romantic side. It was rather odd to be in the position of being offered casual sex. “I don’t want that.” 

“Huh?” Angel’s casual indifference was replaced with shock. 

“Angel, I want you to be my girlfriend,” Solon said seriously. “I like you, and I think you like me. So, let’s not mess around pretending to be casual. Let’s date.” 

Angel clicked her tongue. “Mr Arrogance is back.” She folded her arms, turning her head away from him. “Fine. We’ll... date.” Solon smiled. “Does that mean we have to go out before we can have sex?” 

“Only if you want to. I’m also happy to fuck my new girlfriend tonight,” Solon said. Angel nodded slightly. 

“Let’s do that.” 

Solon smirked, leaning towards her. “What are you into?” 

“Bondage.” 

“I can’t use my chains right now. Healer's orders; no magic of any kind for at least another 2 weeks,” Solon said. Technically, this was based on his own knowledge of healing, but the spirit was the same. 

“... You know, you can do bondage with ropes and other equipment you buy rather than with magic?” 

Solon blushed, scratching his cheek. “Heh, the thing is, I’ve been doing it this way for so long I don’t really have the stuff. I do have whips and sex toys, but no bondage equipment.” 

“I can provide,” Angel said, her grin promising lots of fun. “You can have sex right; the mana deprivation won’t make that an issue, will it?”

“No. I appreciate the concern, but I’m fine. I couldn’t for the first week, but now it’s just avoiding casting,” Solon said, waving away her concerns. “So, let’s talk about limits, safe words, and kinks.”

Solon ran Angel through his usual questions and rules for a good session. She answered confidently; she knew what she wanted. She knew exactly what she wanted. Solon was impressed with how vivid her fantasy was, and more than happy to comply. It was a little different from his usual fare, but that made it more interesting. The pair retired to Angel’s room — which she had somewhat presumptuously booked while Solon was away. 

It was a luxury guild dorm. Solon had never seen one before and he was glad he never bothered. They cost 3 times as much, and the only significant differences were that the room was bigger and had more storage space. The bed was softer than usual, at least, and had a plethora of useless tiny pillows that reminded Solon of a Nekomi restaurant. A large mirror was also present, much bigger than what they got in the standard dorms. 

Angel retired to the en-suite to get into her outfit. Solon stripped naked, then waited on the bed. Life sure is funny sometimes. Solon smiled wistfully as he reflected on his relationship with Angel. They’d had a complicated relationship. At times he thought he’d never see her again, yet in the end they were dating and were about to engage in a highly specific sex session. He found himself thinking about what he could have done differently to prevent them falling out. Yes, Angel shouldn’t have kept secrets. But maybe if Solon had been clearer with her from the start, she wouldn’t have. We both have a lot to learn.

Angel returned, and Solon’s contemplative mood left. She looked like a gothic wet dream. She had on stockings with cute white bows and her signature platform boots. Her skirt was mesh, opaque enough to hide what was underneath while tempting the viewer to stare in the hope of seeing through it. She had on elbow-length gloves made of smooth velvet. A fishnet body stocking encased her breasts, squeezing tight enough that the skin poked through the diamonds. Her nipples were hidden by a pair of black crosses made from tape.  

She strutted into the room, her skirt flicking up with each clunking step. “Nervous, Solon?” she said, beginning the scene. 

Solon sat up, smirking at her. “You wish.” 

She prowled forward, her eyes gleaming with delight. “If you want me to call you Master, you’ve got to earn it.” She pushed Solon onto his back. “Think you're up to the task?” 

“I know I am.” Angel crawled on top of him, deliberately grinding her crotch against Solon’s. She loomed over him, her hair blocking out their surroundings, so he could only look at her face. Her makeup was bold and exaggerated, with dramatic eyeliner and black lips. “Kiss me.” 

Angel swooped in, her lips grazing his own. Then she moved past him to whisper in his ear, “Not yet. You’ve still got to earn it.” 

“How do I earn it?” Solon asked. 

Angel pulled some handcuffs out from behind her back. Solon knew she was going to have them but still had no idea how she hid them. She leaned over so close that their lips were almost touching. “If you want to bind me, it’s only fair I get to bind you first.” 

“Go ahead.” Solon offered her his wrists. She looped the cuffs through them, then between the bars of the headboard so they were locked over his head. 

Angel looked down at him, biting her black lip. “Good. Now let’s see if you're as good as they say.” She climbed up his body until her ass was hovering over his face. Solon’s eyes were glued to her pussy, plump and luscious. Written above it in block letters were the words ‘EAT ME’. “Can you guess what I want you to do?” 

“I think I can figure it out.” Angel sat on his face, her pussy directly above his lips. Solon ran his tongue up her slit, getting his first taste of Angel. Angel shivered at the contact. “This is going to be easier than I thought.” 

“So arrogant,” Angel teased, grinding against his chin, coating him in her juices. 

“It’s not arrogance if I’m right.” Solon swirled his tongue around her clit. With his hands bound, he could only use his tongue and lips. He had to feel his way through, probing her and seeing how she reacted. He watched the gothic beauty; her eyes focused on his own as he teased her. After her initial slip-up, she focused, becoming unreadable. Giving him nothing to work with. 

Solon tried everything, but she remained calm. If she wasn’t so wet, Solon would’ve thought he was having no effect at all. She can’t control this reaction. Solon’s face was covered in her juices. More kept coming as he went, her arousal given liquid form. He decided to change tack, slipping his tongue inside her and flicking it around. Her lip quivered. He doubled down, thrusting his tongue in as deep as he could. Her hips twitched. 

“Is that the best you can do?” She asked, trying to sound haughty. 

Solon smirked, his mouth still full of her. He used his lips to rub her slit, while plunging his tongue in and out of her cunt. She moaned. She tried to disguise it, pretending to be looking elsewhere, but it was unmissable. Solon kept licking, switching rapidly between her clit and her hole. Every time he changed, she’d twitch some more, the chinks in her armour growing. “Go ahead. Let me hear your voice.” 

“I’m…” Angel bit her lip, her hips rocking against his face. Solon let her rub against his tongue, savouring her taste. “I’m…” 

“Let go. Let your pleasure guide you… to me.” Solon sped up again, pushing every button he had discovered so far. Angel crumpled, grinding against his face. 

“I’m…” She was breathing heavily, her voice leaking out with each exhale. “I’m cumming!” 

She threw her head back in bliss, her juices flooding Solon’s mouth. Her screams of bliss rang throughout the room, muffled by the sound of her humping Solon’s face. When she was done, she fell back, her pussy still twitching. Solon smirked at her, undoing his handcuffs, he threw them to the side. 

Grabbing Angel, he flipped her onto her back. “Time for round 2,” he said, still hidden under her skirt. Angel gasped when he flicked his tongue across her butthole. 

“Ha, my ass. You're licking my ass.” Solon slipped 2 fingers inside her pussy, quickly locating a rough patch. He ground his fingers against it. 

“That’s it. Be loud, I love to hear your slutty moans.” Solon tongued her ass experimentally, slipping steadily deeper inside her as he fingered her. Her pussy juices had already slid onto it, making it wet and flavourful. With his other hand, he tweaked her clit, a triple assault of pleasure. 

“Oh fuck. You're better than I expected, but—” Solon changed direction, doubling the speed of his fingers. Angel cut herself off with a gasp. 

“What was that?” Solon asked, packing as much arrogance into the words as possible. 

“Nothing!” Angel rocked against him. She was getting close again. Solon switched things up, inserting a finger in her ass while sucking on her clit. The effect was almost immediate. “Fuck.” She squirted again, this time even harder. She raised her ass off the bed, humping against his face as he ate her out. “Yes!” 

She fell back, panting for air. Solon smiled up at her, his chin glistening with her juice. “So, tell me, Angel, have I earned it yet?” 

“Definitely,” she purred, her chest rising and falling steadily. “You’ve earned whatever you want, Master.” 

Solon crawled over her so that he was directly above her, his lips nearly touching hers. “Was there ever any doubt?” 

Angel looked up, pretending to think. “Hmm, maybe a little.” 

“Is that so?” Solon started rubbing her clit again, watching as her expression broke. Orgasming twice had robbed her of her ability to hide her arousal. “Maybe I should go again to prove that I’m up to the task. I wouldn’t want there to be any doubt.”

Angel let out a shuddering moan. “There’s no doubt. You’ve earned it. I knew you would.” 

“How could you be so sure?” Solon asked. 

“You can always tell. A man who knows how to please a woman has a certain… something.” Angel licked her lips. “It’s easy to see if you know what you're looking for.” 

“Is that so?” Solon pretended to think. “I wonder if the same is true for a woman who knows how to please a man.” 

“Do you think I know how to please a man?” Angel asked, giving him a look that promised ecstasy beyond his wildest dreams. Solon answered by kissing her, letting her taste herself on his lips and tongue. Angel moaned into the kiss while he continued fingering her, making her squirm beneath him. He trailed kisses up to her ear. 

“I know you’ll please me because you want to be a good princess, don’t you?” Angel closed her eyes. She had told Solon all about this. She loved being called princess because it reminded her of the heroines of her favourite erotic book series: Dirty Princesses. The effect the pet-name had on her was a sight to behold. She became goo in his hands, ready to be moulded however he wanted her. 

“Yes, Master. I’ll be a good princess for you.” 

“Stand up. I want to see the whole package.” Angel stood, her hands folded behind her back. Solon retrieved a length of rope, grinning at her. “Let’s improve your outfit.” 

Solon was no expert in shibari. Being able to manipulate his chains meant that using ropes always felt redundant to him. But he managed, creating a pentagram-style rope harness that squeezed her tits while also binding her hands behind her back. Angel looked at her bulging tits with naked arousal. “Much better.” Solon squeezed her boobs, feeling the fishnets under his fingers. “Look at me. My cute damsel.” 

He ripped the tape off, making her gasp as her nipples were revealed. Angel locked her eyes onto his own as he played with her tits, teasing her nipples until they were poking through the fishnets. Angel bit her lip, her eyes rolling up as the pleasure increased. “Mmm, that’s it. Suck my tits.”  

Solon smacked her ass, making her yelp. “Are you giving me orders?”  


Angel grinned cheekily at him, relishing her fantasy coming true. “You're so good at obeying me. Don’t you like it when I tell you what to do?” 

“You’ll obey me.” 

“Why?” 

“Because, only I can make you feel good.” Solon tweaked her clit, making her legs quiver. “And you know it. Your body craves it.” 

Angel swallowed, her cheeks lighting up. “I… I’ll be good.” Angel bent over the bed, thrusting her ass out at him. “You can use whichever hole you want.” 

“You think you can handle me in your ass?” 

“I may be a princess, but I’m also dirty. I’m not a helpless damsel.” Solon put a finger in her ass, making her gasp at the sensation. 

“An anal princess, how delicious,” Solon drawled, moving his finger about inside her. “I bet you dream about this all the time. This is what you’ve been waiting for, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?” Smack. Solon spanked her ass, loving the way she clamped down on his finger when he did. 

“I mean that a slut like you lies awake every night fucking her ass with dildos, dreaming about having her asshole fucked by my superior cock.” Angel covered her mouth to suppress a moan. “Admit it.” 

“You…” Her voice was muffled by her hands. “You're so arrogant. If you really think you're so special, prove it.” Solon pulled his finger out of her ass. He held it out to her mouth. Angel’s eyes locked on it, her fascination obvious. “You expect me to lick that?” 

“I never said that.” 

Angel licked her lips. “I know you want me to. But I’m not so easy to control.” 


“Is that so?” Solon looked at her bound hands. “From here, I’d say you're very easy.” 


“You can fuck my ass, but the only way I’ll suck anything—” the word anything was ripe with promise “—is if you prove you're as good as you think you are.”

“I am.” Solon pressed his cock into her ass. Going straight to anal felt so much kinkier. Angel was so slutty she wanted to go straight to the final hole, and it was already well trained. Solon’s cock sank into her, finding a warm, welcoming space that encased him wholly. He kept going deeper, thinking he’d meet resistance, but she was able to handle everything he had. 

“Not a bad size,” Angel taunted. “That won’t be enough. If you want to make me your anal princess, you're going to need more than girth, Master.” 

Solon picked her up, holding her in a full nelson with his cock still in her ass. He took her over to the full-length mirror. Angel gasped, her eyes drawn to where he was inside her. “Look. Watch as I make you my bitch.” 

Solon lifted her up and down, bouncing her on his cock. Every time he did, her tits bounced around inside the bondage. “This… this…” Angel bit her lip, suppressing her moans. Even so, Solon could hear the hum of her pleasure. 

“Let it out. Let everyone hear what a dirty slut you are.” Solon kept speeding up, watching her reaction in the mirror. Her expression crumbled into one of naked bliss, her tongue lolling out of her mouth as he pounded into her relentlessly. “Let me hear it.” 

“This is the best!” Angel cried out desperately. “Fuck, I never knew a cock could make me feel like this. My ass is in heaven. Being your slutty anal princess is heaven!”

Solon laughed at her coldly, watching as her pussy twitched like mad, her hole squeezing around nothing. “You're going to cum, aren’t you?”  


“YES!” Angel was screaming loud enough for the neighbours to hear. Solon laughed, nibbling on her ear. “I’m—” Angel cut herself off with a long, lewd moan, her squirt spraying out against the mirror. Her cum dripped down it as her eyes rolled back, her tongue sticking out like a madwoman. The exaggerated expression of bliss had Solon hard as a rock, but he wasn’t done yet. 

He lowered her onto all fours. “Clean up this mess.” He pushed her face into her puddle of cum. Angel giggled, lapping at the floor like a fool, her hair getting into the liquid. “How’s it taste, anal princess?”  


“So good.” Angel licked the ground happily. “Thank you for letting me have this delicious drink, Master.” 

“That’s a good princess.” Solon grunted, feeling his orgasm getting close. He moved his hand to rub her clit; he wasn’t going to be satisfied unless she came with him. 

“Ha, Master, I—” 


“Cum with me, slut.” Solon burst inside her, painting her insides with his cum. Angel came alongside him, squirting a fresh puddle onto the already wet ground. When he was done, Solon pulled out, watching the jizz stream out her ass and over her wet pussy lips. “Not a bad hole.”

“Hehe, I’m glad you enjoyed using me, Master.” 

“You say that like it's over.” Solon grinned darkly. “I’m just getting started.” 

Angel looked genuinely shocked when his erection returned. “Already?” 

“Already,” Solon said. His refractory period was always short, a fact that impressed and sometimes intimidated his partners. “And I think it’s time for me to try that mouth of yours.” 

“You want me to suck the cock that was just balls deep in my ass,” Angel said, eyes glued to his wet rod. 

“That’s right. Chop-chop.” Solon clapped his hands, smiling down at her smugly. Angel bit her lip, her pussy glistening in the light. 

“I said I’d only do it if you were as good as you think you are, and you weren’t.” Solon raised a brow at that. Angel hadn’t mentioned this part of her fantasy. “You were better.” 

Solon gasped when she threw herself onto his cock, deepthroating him without preamble. Her hands were still tied behind her back, yet she manipulated his cock expertly, sucking and licking it relentlessly. “Mene above.” Solon looked down at her, seeing her cheeky grin. It was her turn to be arrogant. “I’m…” Solon knew she wanted him to fuck her face. He wanted to too, but then she started licking his balls and he forgot all about that. 

He didn’t know how long he stood there, getting pleasured by the minx. Angel never let him get bored. One minute, she was burying him in her throat. Then she was suckling on his balls, his cock resting against her face. Then she would swirl her tongue around the tip, spitting on his dick until it was dripping wet. She was more than a throat slut. She was a master of her craft, dedicated to giving as much bliss with her mouth as was humanly possible. Solon felt like his soul was being sucked out of his cock, his mind melting as she suckled endlessly. 

Before he knew it, he was cumming in her mouth. Angel took his cum with a satisfied moan, sucking out every last drop until her cheeks were bulging. “Mene’s tits… that was …” Solon said. Angel opened her mouth, showing off her well-earned treat. She swirled the cum around, playing with it like a true cum slut. Solon watched with rapt attention as she gurgled, then swallowed his load. 

“Did you like that, Master?” Even tied up on her knees, with spit dripping down her chin, she managed to project arrogance. Solon wanted to fuck her up so badly. 

“It was amazing,” Solon answered honestly, briefly forgetting the scene. “Do you still want me to fuck your face?” 

“I’m not sure you could handle me,” Angel purred, leaning forward and shaking her bound tits. 

Solon picked her up, pressing her against the wall. “Want to find out?” His cock was below her cunt; if he moved it up at all, he would be touching it. 

“Ass to mouth wasn’t enough, you want to go around the world?” Angel sucked her lip. “Your lucky sucking cock makes me so fucking horny.” 

Solon took her to the bed. He changed her bondage so that her wrists were tied to her ankles, her legs spread apart in a clear invitation. He also added a leather blindfold and a ball gag. “It’s time I finally shut you up,” Solon said, holding the ball above her mouth. 

“What’s the matter? Afraid I’ll bully you?” Solon put the gag in, Angel biting down on it with a stupid grin. 

“Much better. So peaceful.” Solon stroked her cheek affectionately. “Maybe I’ll keep you like this all the time.” Angel murmured into her gag. “Oh, you like that idea, don’t you?” 

She hummed again. Solon rubbed his cock up and down her slit, getting it wet with her juices. 

“So wet. I’ve never met a slut who gets so wet before.” He slapped her slit with his cock. Once. twice. Thrice. “I know you want this. But I want to hear you beg for it.” 

Angel tried to talk around her gag. She looked hilarious as she struggled, her words unintelligible. 

“That’s a good slut-princess.” Solon sunk into her. Her pussy twitched around him as he penetrated her. “Your cunt’s tighter than your ass. You really are an anal princess.” Her humiliated moan was delicious. Solon pumped into her, feeling as she spasmed around him. Every time he went a little deeper, earning a new moan from the formerly stoic woman. Any semblance of control was gone; her expression one of pure bliss bordering on mania. 

Solon kissed her gag, smirking at her. “This is how you should have always been. You wasted my time acting so smug.” He pulled her hair, making her moan. Her cunt clung to him even tighter. “But you’re being a good princess now. A princess who knows her place.” He started rubbing her pussy as he thrust into her. “Beneath me.” 

She cried out into the gag, her voice as loud as it had ever been. He grabbed her tits, using them as leverage as he fucked her. She clamped down around him, her juices soaking his cock as he pounded into her. The vice-like grip was begging him to cum inside her, so he did, letting his cum flood her insides. 

Afterwards he untied her, removed the blindfold and finally the gag. “So, did I live up to your expectations?” 

Angel rolled her eyes playfully. “Even better.” She pulled him down into a kiss, her tongue rolling around his own. “Next time, I want to see how you use your chains.” 

“Next time?” Angel crossed her arms. 

“Don’t act all coy. I know I rocked your world.” 

“I could say the same thing to you.” Angel stuck her tongue out at him. 

“So arrogant.”

“I am.” Solon rubbed her where the ropes had been. “And you're right, you were amazing.” 

Angel sat up with a smirk. “So…”

Solon pulled her down, wrapping her in his arms. “Lie down with me for a bit.” 

“Okay.” Angel shifted so her head was resting on his chest. He stroked her hair. 

“Relax. We’ve got all night together.” Angel’s eyes lulled shut. Solon kept stroking her hair, whispering sweet things. 

“I could get addicted to this,” she said in a faraway voice. 

“Good.”


Chapter 93: Selene’s Report

Selene blew out the candles in her sanctuary, bathing herself in darkness. Once that was done, her eyes adjusted, allowing her to see the sigil on the wall. Flowing some mana into it, she lit it up. 

“Report,” a voice demanded. It was loud, but only to Selene. Even if someone walked into her private quarters, all they would see would be a woman in prayer. Even her responses were muffled by magic. 

“Crow was captured, but he won’t be an issue,” Selene began, smiling to herself. 

“What about Parasite?” 

“Also captured. Felimie used some sort of ritual to revert her to her human form. I’m working to discover exactly what she did.” 

The voice’s laugh was disgusting; it was like listening to a baby calf being eaten alive by an alligator. “As to be expected from Lilith’s heir. Parasite is of no great significance. She can be retrieved at our leisure.” 

“As you wish, it shall be. But I’m afraid Felimie may still prove problematic. The team protecting her has opposed us several times already.” 

“A trifling issue. They possess no great abilities.”  

“That's true, but nonetheless they are growing stronger.” Selene waited. She needed to sound submissive. 

“Deal with them however you see fit.”

Selene let her cruel grin show. “It shall be done, Lord Genesith.”
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